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1. PREAMBLE  
 
The Joint Secretariat of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2014-2020 herewith opens a call for 
tenders to support and contribute to the screening process, which forms part of the strategic 
environmental assessment (SEA) of the programming of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme for 
the funding period 2021-2027. The Joint Secretariat manages the screening process on behalf of the 
Danish Business Authority, which is the managing authority for the North Sea Region Programme. 
 
The North Sea Region Programme is a transnational programme and expects in the 2021 – 2027 
programme period to cover (in part or full) six EU member states (Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Sweden and the Netherlands) and one non-member state (Norway).  
 
We facilitate a thriving community of innovators from public sector organisations, academia, private 
companies, and civil society organisations in countries across the North Sea region. Together, they 
develop and trial new solutions to challenges in the region, such as climate change, technology advances, 
and the need for a green resilient regional economy. Their game-changing ideas and proofs of concept 
accelerate regional development and inspire changes in European, national, and regional policy.  
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For further details about the outline of the assignment, the conditions, and criteria for selection, please 
see the terms of reference below.  
 

2. BACKGROUND  
 
On 29 May 2018 the European Commission published a draft legislative package for the Cohesion Policy 
for the funding period 2021-2027. Based on the draft regulations the European Territorial Cooperation 
(ETC)/Interreg goals will be continued beyond 2020, including transnational cooperation.  
 
On 6 January 2020, the European Commission also presented a letter recommending that territorial 
cooperation programmes such as the North Sea Region Programme should be screened to assess 
whether an environmental assessment would be necessary for the new programme (enclosure 8). In 
addition, a PowerPoint presentation from DG Environment gives an overview of the SEA rules in relation 
to the next generation of co-financed programmes (enclosure 12). After an initial consultation phase with 
the Danish Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), it was confirmed that in accordance with SEA 
Directive Article 3, paragraph 8 the North Sea Region Programme should perform a SEA screening. It was 
also confirmed that once the SEA screening procedure is finalised it does not have to be approved by the 
Danish Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  
 
The amount of funding for the future Interreg North Sea Region Programme is not yet known and will 
depend on the negotiations on the overall EU budget for 2021-2027. The thematic focus will have to be 
defined during the programming process. However, it is likely that the next programme will focus on 
green transition, robust economies, and climate resilience. Currently, the draft programme text focuses 
on three priorities: 
 

 Robust and smart economies in the North Sea Region (Policy Objective 1; Specific Objectives 1 & 
4) 

 A green transition in the North Sea Region (Policy Objective 2, Specific Objectives 1, 6 & 8) 
 A climate resilient North Sea Region (Policy Objective 2, Specific Objectives 4 & 7) 

 
The diagram provided as an enclosure (enclosure 1) displays these priorities, the specific objectives under 
each and some examples of thematic fields. At this stage it has not been decided whether the programme 
will include Interreg-specific Objective 1. Pending the final outcome of the thematic focus of the 
programme, there needs to be a degree of flexibility on the part of the provider to liaise accordingly with 
the Joint Secretariat and the Programme Preparation Group (PPG).  
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3. PROGRAMMING BODIES  
 
The Programme Preparation Group (PPG) of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme supervises the 
programming phase. This group, which is made up of members of the current programme's Monitoring 
and Steering Committees supervises the overall development of the Interreg Programme, selects the 
external support for programming as necessary, approves reports and texts, and gives feedback. 
Decisions about the new programme are made at PPG meetings as well as in written procedures.  
 
The Joint Secretariat of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2014-2020 is responsible for daily 
coordination of the programming process. Therefore, the external SEA experts will coordinate all their 
activities closely with the Joint Secretariat. 
 

4. OBJECTIVE, TASKS AND METHODOLOGY  
 
The objective of procuring external support for the environmental screening (which forms part of the 
strategic environmental assessment (SEA)) of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027 is to 
receive professional assistance and support for gathering key information on how to integrate 
environmental considerations into the programme. The environmental screening must lead to a decision 
on whether the programme must carry out a full environmental assessment.  
 
After performing the environmental screening analysis, the provider selected for the job is asked to 
follow the guidelines and requirements set out in the description of categories of installations in annex 
1 and annex 2 of the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive. The PPG will need an overall 
analysis of how the environmental considerations fit within the overall scope and design of the thematic 
focus for the new North Sea Region Programme. Thus, the provider will be asked to reflect on how these 
environmental considerations fit with the EU, national and regional policies relevant to the programme 
area.  
 
The following tasks are to be implemented by the selected external experts during the environmental 
screening phase of the programming process:  
 

1. Assess how the new draft programme proposal affects the environment based on the outcome 
from the identified priorities and specific objectives of the new programme proposal and its 
related types of action. So far, the preliminary information shows three priorities: Robust and 
smart North Sea Region economies; A green transition in the North Sea Region; A climate resilient 
North Sea Region. The programme will also put emphasis on ‘Strengths and challenges in the 
North Sea basin,’ ‘Digitalisation,’ and ‘Rural-urban connections’. The method (i.e., screening 
approach) to be used is based on the criteria in Annex II of the SEA Directive, including any other 
relevant Commission Regulations.  
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2. Identify and designate the national and regional environmental authorities in the programme 
countries and regions that can be expected to be affected by the programme’s impact on the 
environment and that must be consulted. Member States shall designate the authorities to be 
consulted which, by reason of their specific environmental responsibilities, are likely to be 
concerned about the environmental effects of implementing plans and programmes (SEA 
Directive Article 6, para 3). In practice this means upon selection of the affected authorities, the 
SEA Directive requires Member States to designate them. For instance, in Denmark the Danish 
EPA is designated as the affected authority in the Danish implementation law and context, so the 
screening questions must be sent to the Danish EPA. Once the procedure of the identification 
and designation of the national and regional environmental authorities are in place, each 
Member State should decide to whether they wish to translate the relevant documents into their 
respective languages.  

3. Based on the above, present overall recommendations on whether a full environmental impact 
assessment should be undertaken. The decision made by the programme bodies, as 
recommended by the provider, must be substantiated using answers from the relevant 
authorities (see point 2) as well as the criteria described in Annex II of the SEA Directive. The final 
recommendations must be published in the Member States countries and in their languages.  

It is envisioned that a draft final report with the required information will be ready by Friday 30 April 
2021.  
 
All tasks and written contributions must be delivered in English.  
 
The bidders shall present in their offers proposals for methods they consider appropriate for these tasks. 
Furthermore, the European Commission guidance on the “Implementation of directive 2001/42 on the 
assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment” should also be reflected in 
the methodology outlined in the offer.  
 
The assignment will have a strong focus on desk-based work, primarily drafting and reviewing 
programme texts. In addition, it involves interaction with programme stakeholders and thematic experts. 
During the entire programming process, a close cooperation and interaction between the experts and 
the Joint Secretariat as well as Programme Preparation Group needs to be ensured through participation 
in meetings and communications via electronic means. Initial meetings between the provider and each 
participating country's authority (including the Joint Secretariat when appropriate) via Skype (or similar 
platform) to discuss the relevant policies, strategies, etc., are expected. 
 

5. SELECTION CRITERIA AND INDICATIVE BUDGET  
 
Selection criteria  
 
Offers will be assessed based on the following selection criteria:  
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1. Quality of the proposed methodology/tools for implementing the environmental screening 
activities described in section 4 of these Terms of Reference and of the proposed methods to be 
applied for quality control (20%);  

2. Experience of the proposed experts in assignments related to SEA and European Territorial 
Cooperation programmes, especially in comparable programmes involving several countries. In 
addition, knowledge of the proposed experts in regional development policies and other EU 
funded programmes in the North Sea region (30%);  

3. Coverage of different North Sea countries and languages by the expert team proposed (20%);  

4. The overall price and a budget plan (30%).  

5. Skills and capacity to translate relevant documents into the respective languages of the 
programme countries. The final recommendations of the screening must be delivered in the 
languages of the programme countries.  

In addition, the proposed experts should have exceptionally good drafting and communication skills. 
They must be fluent in oral and written English.  
 
Consortia formed with wide transnational and/or environmental expertise are welcomed. Offers must 
state whether the providers intend to engage sub-contractors to carry out parts of the assignment. The 
main contractor’s and any sub-contractors’ qualifications and business profiles must be included in the 
bid.  
 
The offer with the best overall score will be selected. The bidders may be consulted if minor clarifications 
of their offer are needed. However, modifications to the written offer will not be accepted.  
 
Budget  
 
The maximum budget available for the entire assignment (covering all tasks as described in section 4) is 
30,000 EUR (excl. VAT).  
 
Bids must be fixed for the entire environmental screening and should not depend on working time. This 
budget shall not include taxes for which the contractor may become liable, and the VAT liability for the 
service to be provided.  
 

6. DELIVERABLES 
 
There is one primary deliverable required: 
 
Submission of a final report by Friday 30 April 2021. As stated in section 4 appropriate arrangements for 
translation must be in place.  
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This will be the main contribution to the discussions at the Programme Preparation Group meeting in 
March 2021. Please note that attendance and participation in the PPG / MC online meetings (where 
applicable) is required.  
 
Please be advised that the final report must meet the requirements for documentation, which is in 
accordance with the SEA rules, and provide an account of the outcome of the environmental screening – 
which can be published together with the programme’s decision in accordance with section 10 of the Act.  

 
7. CONTRACTING, PAYMENT AND COPYRIGHT  

 
Contracting  
 
The Joint Secretariat of the current Interreg North Sea Region Programme will be the contracting party. 
It is a public entity. Its headquarters are located at Toldboden 3 st. E, 8800 Viborg, Denmark. 
 
Following the selection of a company or consortium of companies by the Joint Secretariat, a contract will 
be signed between the Joint Secretariat and the selected provider. The assignment cannot be started 
before the contract is signed by both parties.  
 
Should the contractor fail to perform their obligations under the contract in accordance with the 
provisions laid down therein, the Joint Secretariat may – without prejudice to its right to terminate the 
contract – reduce or recover payments in proportion to the scale of the failure. 
 
Payment plan  
 
The following payment schedule is planned:  

 Advance payment after signature of the contract (30% of the offer) 

 First interim payment after completion of the draft of the working paper (40%) 

 Final payment based on approval of the final report (30%)  
 
Copyrights  
 
Full ownership rights of all inputs to the programming shall be transferred to the programme. All texts 
and reports delivered by the experts can be shortened and amended by other programming bodies. 
They can be published and made publicly available.  
 
Internal drafts and the content of meetings and negotiations with the Joint Secretariat, Programme 
Preparation Group and other stakeholders are to be treated confidentially by the contractor and possible 
sub-contractors.  
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8. EXPECTED CONTENT OF OFFERS AND FORMAL REQUIREMENTS  
 
Offers shall set out:  

 The company’s name and contact details, if applicable also for other consortium partners  

 Proposals for methods/tools to be applied to the tasks defined in section 4 of this terms of 
reference  

 Team structure, division of tasks and methods to be applied for quality control  

 Curriculum vitae of experts who will contribute to the assignment, including relevant similar 
professional experience, language skills and the planned responsibilities in relation to the tasks 
defined in section 4  

 
Tenders must cover all tasks defined in section 4. No alternative offers are permissible.  
 
The offer, including all annexes, must be submitted in English.  
 
Incomplete offers or offers not in English will be excluded from the selection procedure. 
 
In case the offer is provided in the name of a consortium, the main contractor must be one of the 
companies invited to submit a tender. The division of tasks and responsibilities between the main and 
the sub-contractors must be identified. 
  
The offers shall be submitted in electronic version no later than Friday 12 February 2021 to the Joint 
Secretariat of the North Sea Region Programme 2014-2020 at the following email address: 
info@northsearegion.eu. 
 
If there is a need for clarification or interpretation regarding these Terms of Reference, please send any 
questions to Axel Kristiansen and Jesper Jönsson at axel.kristiansen@northsearegion.eu; 
jesper.joensson@northsearegion.eu with cc to info@northsearegion.eu, latest by Friday 29 January 2021. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



8 
 

Sources of material and specific environmental implementation 
provisions 
 

 Enclosure 1: Diagram of the priorities and specific objectives tabled for PPG no 5 
 

 Enclosure 2: Scoping Study INTERREG NSR 2021 – 2027 Final Report with Addendum – 
https://northsearegion.eu/media/14867/annex-to-scoping-study.pdf 

 
 Enclosure 3: State of Play – https://northsearegion.eu/media/12738/state-of-play-2014-2019-

short.pdf 
 

 Enclosure 4: The European Commission guidance on the “Implementation of directive 2001/42 on 
the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment” - 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/index_en.htm 

 
 Enclosure 5: Annex II of the SEA Directive – Criteria for determining the likely significance of 

effects referred to in Article 3(5) 
 

 Enclosure 6: Draft regulations for the CPR, ERDF, and Interreg 2021 – 2027 2027 - 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/regional-development-and-cohesion_en  

 
 Enclosure 7: European Commission’s Orientation Paper for the North Sea Region – 

https://northsearegion.eu/media/12417/annex-1-north-sea-region-programme-orientation-
report.pdf 

 
 Enclosure 8: European Commission’s letter from 6 January 2020  

 
 Enclosure 9: Danish Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) guidelines. Danish Environmental 

Agency webpage on SEA: https://mst.dk/natur-vand/miljoevurdering/miljoevurdering-af-planer-
og-programmer/ 

 
 Enclosure 10: Danish Law on SEA and EIA - LBK nr 973 af 25/06/2020 link to Danish register of 

legal acts: https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2020/973 
 

 Enclosure 11: Draft Guidance on SEA and EIA, link to webpage: 
https://prodstoragehoeringspo.blob.core.windows.net/0788eaa9-b6cf-45dd-a5ab 
b2f8c9606c05/Vejledning.pdf 

 
 Enclosure 12: Application of the SEA Directive to the EU 2021-2027 co-financed programmes. PPT 

by DG Env., 11-12/02/2020 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy Objective 1: "Smarter Europe" 

 

Priority 2: A green transition in the NSR Priority 1: Robust and smart NSR economies 

Interreg-VI B North Sea Region Programme 

Priority 3: A climate resilient NSR 

Specific Objectives:   
 

1.1 Enhancing research and innovation capacities and 

the uptake of advanced technologies 
 Green economy (e.g. low-carbon solutions, energy transition) 

 Transport linked to smart city and maritime transport, 

electrification of the transport sector 

 Waste management and circular economy 

 Public sector and social innovation, including public health 

 Industrial modernization, Industry 4.0 and manufacturing 

 Agri + food, bioeconomy 

 Marine and maritime sectors (blue growth sector, aquaculture, 

fisheries and (renewal of the) oil and gas industry) 

 

1.2 Enhancing growth and competitiveness of SMEs, 

including by productive investments 
 Fields that face increased international and global competition, 

such as food production  

 Fields that currently have limited geographical reach and could 

benefit from a transnational sales market, such as niche SMEs 

that produce consumer goods 

 Highly innovative fields, including ‘green’ sectors such as the 

renewable energy, circular economy, waste and Blue Growth 

sector, that could benefit from new knowledge from other 

regions in the North Sea Region 

 Old/established fields that have to implement smart and digital 

solutions in order to remain competitive, such as the industrial 

manufacturing sector 

 Fields such as the agricultural sector that have to implement new 

tools and solutions in order to comply with new (environmental) 

rules and standards 

 

1.3 Developing skills for smart specialization, 

industrial transition and entrepreneurship 
 Energy and environmental technologies, the most common 

strategic focus areas across the NSR  

 The areas of food, agriculture and/or bioeconomy, industrial 

modernisation, life sciences and/or health tech, prominent across 

the NSR in smart specialisation strategies 

 Maritime industries, especially in regions along the coastline 

 Mobility and logistics, primarily in urban regions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy Objective 2: "Greener Europe" 

 

Policy Objective 2: "Greener Europe" 

 

Specific Objectives:   
 

2.1 Promoting energy efficiency and reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions 
 Low-carbon solutions  

 Renewable energy production and usage, including off-shore 

power 

 Uptake of smart energy systems 

 Energy efficient and refurbished buildings 

 Energy supply chains on local and regional levels 

 Biomass 

 Carbon capture, utilization and storage 

 Alternative fuels /new fuels (hydrogen, liquefied natural gas, and 

biofuels) 
 

2.2 Promoting the transition to a circular and 

resource efficient economy 
 Reparability and reusability of electronics 

 Durability and recycling of batteries and vehicles 

 Design and production of packaging and plastic  

 Use and recycling of textiles and furniture 

 High impact intermediary products used in construction and 

buildings  

 Food, water, nutrients and bio-based material 

 Waste management and recycling 

 Value and supply chains 

 

2.3 Promoting sustainable multimodal urban mobility 
 Green modes of urban transport 

 Optimal and green local supply chains 

 Intelligent Transport Solutions 

 Development of new solutions for inland transport via waterways 

 Greening of maritime transport and ports 

 Transport aspects of Sea Basin planning  

 Promotion of zero emission vehicles  

 Promotion of alternative/new fuels 

 Multi-modal connections  

 Shared mobility 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific Objectives:   
 

3.1 Promoting climate change adaptation, risk 

prevention and disaster resilience 
 flood resilience 

 Nature Based Solutions in flood protection   

 flood protection infrastructure 

 catchment management of groundwater and surface waters 

 ecosystems services in aquatic freshwaters 

 specific thematic fields monitoring, managing and preventing 

natural phenomenon triggered by climate change (such as forest-

fires, land-slides in mountain areas, urban heat islands, increased 

nutrient leaching and invasive species etc.). 
 

3.2 Enhancing nature protection and biodiversity, 

green infrastructure in particular in the urban 

environment and reducing pollution 
 long-term sustainable management of marine biodiversity, 

environmentally protected areas and uses of maritime space of 

the North Sea 

 ecosystems and biodiversity in rural and urbanized landscapes 

 ecosystem services in marine and coastal spaces, including 

reducing polluting substances -  such as litter and plastics in the 

marine environment[iii] 

 participation and support of citizen’s and civil society 

organizations in sustainable management of ecosystems and 

protection of the environment, including citizen’s science,    

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cross-cutting themes contribute to all three priorities, as described in 1.2.4: Strengths and challenges in the North Sea basin, Digitalization, Rural-urban connections. 

 The list of thematic fields listed under each Specific Objective is comprehensive - but non-exhaustive. Potential actions are in each specific objective section of the draft Programme document.   
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Summary 
The purpose of the scoping study, commissioned by the Joint Secretariat (JS) and the Programme Prepa-
ration Group (PPG), is to provide analytical support for the programming of the Interreg North Sea Region 
Programme for the period 2021-2027. This includes an analysis of how the achievements and lessons 
learned during the current programme period and the recommendations for future thematic concentration 
made by the EU Commission fit with national and regional policies in the NSR. The scoping study will 
thereby contribute to the process of finalising the focus of policy objectives in the NSR Programme 2021-
2027. The scoping study has been carried out using a combination of desk research, qualitative interviews 
and quantitative (geographic information system, GIS) mapping. The research has been conducted in close 
dialogue with the JS.  

Based on the recommendations by the Commission, PO3, a more connected Europe and PO4, a more social 
Europe was not in focus as part of the initial data collection. However, transport and mobility, which are 
themes under PO3, were included as part of the research design, exploring potentials under PO1 and PO2. 
In August 2020, PO3 and PO4 were added to the analysis, and another round of data collection was carried 
out and incorporated into the analysis (finalised in September 2020). 

Overall, the study demonstrates a strong stakeholder support as well as a solid foundation to 
further develop transnational collaboration focusing on PO1: A smarter Europe and PO2: A 
greener, low-carbon Europe. There is a wish among stakeholders to focus the programme on few policy 
objectives, where some point to the possibility of focusing the NSR Programme only on PO1 and PO2. 
However, it is significant to continue efforts in the area of sustainable transport/mobility. As a point of 
departure, most stakeholders would like to see this incorporated under PO1 and PO2. Hence, only Germany 
explicitly wishes to include PO3: A more connected Europe in the NSR Programme. Stakeholders do not 
find there is added value in including PO4: A more social Europe in the NSR Programme. For PO5: A Europe 
closer to citizens, there is some uncertainty to the added value of including it as a separate PO in the NSR 
Programme. Stakeholders point to possibilities to incorporate elements such as citizens involvement under 
PO1 and PO2. 

In the following, the main conclusions and recommendations for each of the policy objectives are summa-
rised. 

Policy Objective 1: A smarter Europe  
PO1: A smarter Europe will promote innovation, digitalisation, economic transformation and support to 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). PO1 is supported by the European Green Deal, the new growth 
strategy for the EU. The European Green Deal has two pillars: a dedicated strategy for SMEs and a new 
industrial policy. The first recognises that SMEs play a key role in every sector of the economy, and partic-
ularly welcomes their ability to bring innovative solutions to promoting energy efficiency and address chal-
lenges linked to climate change. In the industrial strategy, the broader area of digitalisation is one of three 
priorities, dubbed like the European Green Deal’s ‘twin strategy’: Shaping Europe's Digital Future. Both 
strategies recognise the role of innovation as central to growth: Research and innovation drive, enable and 
accelerate the shift towards green and digital transitions of our societies. Smart specialisation is the basis 
for research and innovation investment and key for helping regions to tap into their innovation potential 
and strengthen their competitiveness.1 

 

1 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. Strengthening Innovation in Europe's Regions: Strategies for resilient, inclusive and 
sustainable growth, 2017, https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/2014/com_2017_376_2_en.pdf 
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Overall, according to the regional innovation scoreboard, the NSR is performing well regarding 
innovation performance. The predominantly urban regions (where more than 80% of the population live 
in urban clusters) as well as the intermediate regions (where more than 50% and less than 80% of the 
population live in urban clusters) of the NSR have a strong innovative capacity. Some of them are among 
the most innovative in Europe. Predominantly rural regions (where less than 50% of the population live in 
urban clusters) in the NSR tend to have a more limited innovation capacity, just as elsewhere across 
Europe, which is partially explained by a smaller share of the population with a tertiary education attain-
ment and rather limited collaboration between innovate SMEs. This can be seen in their values below both 
the NSR and EU-27 averages for the mentioned indicators.  

National and regional stakeholders prioritise PO1 and call for a broad approach. Smart speciali-
sation strategies are developed by regions in all member states, identifying positions of strength and focus 
areas for implementing regional innovation policy. The European Commission has recommended that the 
coming programme should promote smart specialisation by supporting sets of projects in shared speciali-
sation priority areas. An attention point for the design of the NSR Programme 2021-2027 is that generally 
the tools/policy mix to support innovation of SMEs as facilitated by smart specialisation strategies are 
considered relevant by stakeholders. However, the need for a flexible programme that is not locked to 
shared specialisation priority areas is underlined by stakeholders.  

 This is of relevance especially for specific objective 3: Enhancing growth and competitiveness of 
SMEs and specific objective 4: Developing skills for smart specialisation, industrial transition and 
entrepreneurship. The promotion of innovation, digitalisation and internationalisation of SMEs are 
focus areas, which stakeholders generally wish to continue in the coming programme period. Clus-
ter development is also highlighted as a tool in the smart specialisation policy mix, which can be 
incorporated into the NSR Programme 2021-2027. 

Digitalisation is a strategic priority for the NSR Programme 2021-2027. Digitalisation is a strategic 
priority nationally/regionally in the NSR. Some stakeholders refer to it as a potential specific policy objective 
for the NSR Programme, but it is also proposed by some stakeholders that digitalisation is included as a 
horizontal criterion for all projects, e.g. requiring that up-to-date digital technologies are used as part of 
NSR projects. This proposal aligns with the European Commission’s regard of digital technologies as critical 
enablers for the European Green Deal, and that as such, digital solutions can advance the circular economy, 
support the decarbonisation of all sectors and reduce the environmental and social footprint of products 
placed on the EU market. 

 The digitalisation focus requested for the NSR Programme has direct links to specific objective 2: 
Reaping the benefits of digitalisation for citizens, companies and governments. In the development 
of the programme, the JS and PPG can consider highlighting digitalisation in the framing of the NSR 
Programme, i.e. as a horizontal criterion for projects in all the POs covered by the programme. This 
will raise the ambitions and promote the digital agenda outlined at EU, national and regional level. 

Thematic overlaps exist between smart specialisation strategies of the NSR. These can be high-
lighted and developed in the NSR Programme 2021-2027. As part of the scoping study, we have 
identified focus areas of strategies across the NSR, demonstrating that environmental and energy technol-
ogy is the most recurrent focus area of smart specialisation, found in 20 out of a total of 28 strategies. 
Industrial modernisation and agri-food are other focus areas included in several smart specialisation strat-
egies across the NSR. They are also the focal point of smart specialisation thematic platforms that comprise 
European-wide innovation and research partnerships, also including partners in NSR regions. The strategic 
focus areas of environmental and energy technology, industrial modernisation and agri-food, which are 
promoted also through other EU programmes, can hold potential for the NSR Programme 2021-2027 al-
lowing for possible synergy opportunities with other EU-funded initiatives.  
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 With respect for the priority of national and regional stakeholders to maintain a broad approach to 
PO1, not highlighting certain sectors, the smart specialisation strategic focus areas that are shared 
among several regions may hold potential for transnational cooperation. Especially the recurrent 
strategic focus of regions on environmental and energy technology can be of relevance to highlight 
in the NSR Programme 2021-2027, which also holds direct links to PO2. 

Broad strategic backing for directing Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) activities 
towards PO2-related themes. The European Commission has also recommended that RDI activities in 
the coming programme period will be targeting challenge-driven fields related to PO2. This is a recommen-
dation which most stakeholders are in favour of. Energy is one area in which there is a shared strategic 
focus across the NSR, and other specific areas of interest for transnational cooperation include sustainable 
transport linked to smart city and maritime industries, waste management and circular economy. Stake-
holders generally underline that the programme should prioritise RDI activities that are implemented as 
demonstration/pilot projects. 

 The RDI activities focus is linked mainly to specific objective 1: Enhancing research and innovation 
capacities and the uptake of advanced technologies.  

Policy Objective 2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 
PO2: A Greener, low-carbon Europe, is focused on investing in energy transition, renewables and the fight 
against climate change and is closely linked to the European Green Deal. The European Green Deal sets 
out the direction for the EU to become climate-neutral by 2050. Some of the key measures relate to energy, 
buildings, climate adaptation, water, circular economy, transport, nature and transport. The EU Biodiversity 
Strategy for 2030 is also of relevance for PO2. It puts emphasis on cooperation across borders among 
Member States, including through European Territorial Cooperation, on green and blue infrastructure. The 
European Green Deal’s ‘twin policy’, the Shaping Europe’s Digital Future policy, aims to ensure that digital 
technology transformations reach their full and fair potential for people and businesses, while helping to 
achieve the climate-neutrality target of 2050.  

National and regional stakeholders prioritise PO2 and call for a broad approach. The Commission 
recommends that the predominant focus of the NSR Programme 2021-2027 is placed on PO2, which is in 
line with the perspectives of national and regional stakeholders. Like the position on PO1, stakeholders are 
generally in favour of a broad approach to PO2, allowing for a broad variety of projects. Pilot and demon-
stration projects are highlighted by stakeholders as a priority for PO2. 

Greenhouse gas reduction targets as a driver for energy efficiency measures, circular economy, 
renewable energy, smart energy systems and sustainable multimodal urban mobility. One of the 
challenges linked to climate and environment involves population exposure to air pollution, which has been 
mapped as part of the scoping study. The map illustrates that the air quality is better in the north than in 
the south of the North Sea Region. The populations in the south are exposed to a PM2.5 concentration level 
that exceeds WHO’s long-term guideline value, indicating that air pollution may have effects on their health 
and well-being.  

National/regional strategies and policies in the NSR are in place outlining ambitious targets for the reduction 
of greenhouse gas emissions. Most also have in place specific policies/strategies for e.g. sustainable 
transport and circular economy. These are examples of themes that stakeholders highlight as relevant for 
the NSR Programme. Especially circular economy is highlighted by most stakeholders to hold potential for 
transnational cooperation.  

Stakeholders also highlight the relevance of building on experiences and continue efforts in areas such as 
sustainable transport and logistics, and waste management related to harbours and in the sea. An example 
of new developments with potential impact across the NSR is the establishing by the Danish state of an 
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energy island in the North Sea during the coming years. Cooperation on Power-to-X technology develop-
ment has been established between the states of Denmark and the Netherlands. There may be potentials 
to implement transnational cooperation projects also in the context of the NSR Programme regarding tech-
nology development and/or maritime spatial planning related to the planned energy island.  

 The broad focus requested by stakeholders and the interlinked nature of the climate challenges to 
be addressed and the possible measures to be taken entail that several specific objectives (in this 
case no. 1, 2, 3, 6 and 82) under PO2 are of relevance for the development of the programme. It 
may be considered whether it is an advantage to include all specific objectives in the programme, 
or whether broad project opportunities are possible to comprise within fewer specific objectives.  

 In the development of the programme, the JS and PPG can consider whether specific attention 
should be placed on the establishing of an energy island in the North Sea. This could include plans 
for a separate call for applications to carry out an NSR flagship project focused on technology 
development and/or maritime spatial planning. A potential initiative also opens potential for coor-
dination with the BSR Programme.  

Differences in regional strengths on circular economy offers potential for transnational cooper-
ation. Employment in the circular economy has been mapped as part of the scoping study, illustrating an 
overall solid foundation for the region to realise the transition towards a circular economy. Thus, the prev-
alence of employment by so-called circular economy material providers is above the European average in 
the NSR, centred on rural regions in the Nordic part of the region. High employment numbers are also 
found with circular economy technology providers in several regions with urban centres in the NSR. How-
ever, several regions in Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands are below European average in employment 
by circular economy technology providers. Regional differences across the NSR can be perceived to indicate 
learning potentials through exchange of knowledge and practice in transnational projects on the realisation 
of the circular economy.   

 An attention point in the development of the NSR Programme is that projects focused on circular 
economy have been limited in the current programme period. A way in which to approach this in 
the development of the coming programme is to operationalise the concept of circular economy 
further, exemplifying types of initiatives and partnerships it might entail. The transition to a low 
carbon and circular economy has clear links to PO1, innovation and technology development, and 
notably the strategic focus area shared by most regions on environmental and energy technology. 

Climate change challenges call for continued transnational cooperation on climate adaptation 
and integrated water management. Seasonal extremes in precipitation and weather patterns are in-
creasing substantially in the NSR. As such, they are stressing hydrological systems and the aquatic envi-
ronment in the programme area. As part of the scoping study we have mapped implications of climate 
change in the NSR. The adaptive capacity of regions to climate change across the NSR is generally at 
medium or above medium level as compared to the European average. However, several regions in the 
NSR are also assessed to have high adaptive capacity. The aggregate potential impact and the potential 
vulnerability to climate change is found to be most severe in coastal regions, especially the Netherlands, 
of the NSR and in mountainous areas of Norway. This calls for a continued focus on transnational cooper-
ation on climate change adaptation and integrated water management, with the aim of improving resilience, 
safe guarding quality and quantity of water resources as well as eco-systems and biodiversity connected 
to the aquatic environment. This is a focus which is backed by national/regional policy. This also aligns with 
the North Sea Commission’s North Sea Region Strategy 2030, i.e. its Energy and Climate Change Working 

 

2 Aligned with a ‘compromise agreement’ on the legislative package, sustainable urban mobility is placed under policy objective 2, as its 
specific objective 8 (see the Annex’s chapter 2). It should be noted that, even though provisional partial agreement has been reached, 
the principle “nothing is agreed until everything is agreed” applies. 
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Group’s endorsed Paper on Climate Change Adaptation and the North Sea Commission.3 There may also 
be synergies and learning potentials between the development of climate adaptation solutions in coastal 
and mountainous areas.  

 There is a long track record for transnational cooperation on climate change adaptation and water 
management in the NSR, which should be followed up and continued. The same is highlighted for 
transnational cooperation on ecosystem services. This entails that the inclusion of specific objec-
tives 4, 5 and 7 are also of relevance for the NSR Programme 2021-2027. 

Policy Objective 3: A more connected Europe 
PO3: A more connected Europe will support strategic transport and digital networks. In order to provide 
context for PO3 in the NSR, two indicators have been mapped. The first is on the rail connection of port 
and airport included in the TEN Transport corridors, and the second on public transport in cities within the 
NSR.  

The connection to rail is lower for core airports than for maritime ports in the NSR. Most (91%) 
of maritime ports in the North Sea Region are connected to rail. The compliance of the connection of core 
airports to rail is lower corresponding to 56% of the core airports, which is below the EU-average.   

Across the NSR, there is a divide between access to public transport in capital cities and smaller 
urban centres. Highest access to public transport is observed in the capital cities. Other cities functioning 
as regional centres also have a relatively high access to public transport. In smaller urban centres, a low 
share of the population has access to a high service level of public transport.  

National/regional stakeholders generally prioritise including the topic of sustainable 
transport/mobility in the NSR Programme, but as part of PO1 and PO2. Only from the side of 
Germany, it is a priority to include PO3 as a separate policy objective in the programme. There is a wish 
to continue efforts such as the development of alternative fuels and more efficient transport solutions in 
terms of modal shifts and for urban transport. At the time of writing, there is some uncertainty whether 
the specific objective ‘Promoting sustainable multimodal urban mobility’ will be removed as an option under 
PO2. This will be an attention point in the development of the NSR Programme 2021-2027. In case it is 
changed and becomes possible to support only under PO3, more national/regional stakeholders will be in 
favour of including it as a separate policy objective in the NSR Programme. 

 If the regulation/guidance from the Commission does not change, there is potential to support 
projects related to sustainable transport/mobility under PO1 and PO2. Since this is a topic prior-
itised by most stakeholders it will be relevant to point towards challenges to be addressed and 
the opportunities to develop projects under PO1/PO2. The link to several smart specialisation 
strategies in the NSR can be highlighted in this regard.  

In general, national/regional stakeholders state that investments in transport and ICT infra-
structure is outside the scope of the NSR Programme. This is better supported with national funds 
and through other European programmes. This view aligns with the North Sea Commission’s North Sea 
Region Strategy 2030. It states that, overall, the NSR is well embedded in the TEN-T network and many 
sea ports, air ports and urban nodes are included in the core layer and corridors. However, not all parts of 
the NSR, especially peripheral areas in the Northern and Western part of the region, are sufficiently inte-
grated in the TEN-T network. To be competitive, the North Sea Commission’s North Sea Region Strategy 

 

3 CPMR-North Sea Commission, Energy and Climate Change Working Group, Paper on Climate Change Adaptation and the North Sea 
Commission (prepared jointly by 8 current NSR Programme projects), 20/03/2020 
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2030 holds that the NSR needs to be well connected to the TEN-T and capable of benefiting from the 
Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) funding instrument. 

Policy Objective 4: A more social Europe 
PO4: a more social Europe involves delivering on the European Pillar of Social Rights and supporting quality 
employment, education, skills, social inclusion and equal access to healthcare. In order to provide context 
for PO4 in the NSR, the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion and the share of population with 
tertiary education degree have been mapped.  

The share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion is lower in the NSR compared to the 
EU average. However, some regions in Germany and Sweden have higher shares of people at risk, which 
is partly explained by the ongoing integration process of migrants from outside Europe.  

The percentage of individuals aged 25-64 with tertiary education as the highest attainment level 
is higher than the EU-27-average. The highest shares of working age population with tertiary education 
were found in predominantly urban regions.  

National/regional stakeholders do not prioritise the inclusion of PO4 in the NSR Programme. 
The topics incorporated under PO4 are prioritised as part of national/regional policy and addressed through 
domestic programmes and EU programmes such as the ESF+. Stakeholders also point towards the rele-
vance of potentially including PO4 in cross-border Interreg Programmes. However, they do not find added 
value for prioritising PO4 as part of the NSR Programme. 

 In the development of the NSR Programme, the PPG and JS can consider the suggested incorpo-
ration of PO4 specific objectives under PO1 and PO2 (and possibly PO5), e.g. the proposal to 
elaborate on social aspects of the concept of innovation and the inclusion of culture and tourism. 

Policy Objective 5: A Europe closer to citizens 
PO5: A Europe closer to citizens, is focused on fostering the sustainable and integrated development of 
urban, rural and coastal areas and local initiatives. Unlike PO1-4, PO5 is not a sectoral policy objective 
under which a transnational programme can finance projects. Instead, under PO5 the programme can fund 
territories, by way of inviting stakeholders in the programme area to develop and implement territorial 
strategies. The data collection for the scoping study has been impacted by the initially somewhat unclearly 
defined guidelines for PO5 in transnational cooperation. Most stakeholders, however, are interested in a 
focus on more citizen involvement in NSR projects, which can be an attention point in the development of 
the NSR programme 2021-2027, whether under PO5 or as an element incorporated under other policy 
objectives. 

According to the most recent guidance by the Commission, PO5 aims to give greater prominence 
to territorial strategies, aside from emphasising action by local players. Based on this guidance by 
the European Commission (in cooperation with Interact), the starting point for the NSR is to define relevant 
functional area(s) which through PO5 would be able to implement their territorial strategies in an integrated 
way. Potential functional areas for the NSR could be: 

 The NSR sea basin, where issues like integrated coastal zone management, maritime spatial plan-
ning or ‘maritime parks’ could be implemented in an integrated way under PO5. It is worthwhile 
noting that sea basin governance is a complex multi-level system, comprising EU, national and 
regional dynamics (the OSPAR Convention, the regional sea convention that covers the North Sea; 
Regional Advisory Councils, stakeholder forums in the fisheries sector; North Seas Energy Cooper-
ation). 
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 The Wadden Sea, with its UNESCO World Heritage Site status and Trilateral Wadden Sea Cooper-
ation governance. 

 The North Sea Region as a European macro-region, in case market failure(s) are present and es-
tablishing a macro-regional strategy would be a means to tackle such failure(s). It is worthwhile 
noting that this would encompass several regions and several countries and those networks and 
partnerships which facilitate cooperation in the context of the North Sea, like the Nordic Council of 
Ministers, EU programmes (e.g., Interreg or Leader), KIMO (Kommunenes Internasjonale Miljøor-
ganisasjon, also known as Local Authorities International Environmental Organization), policy com-
munities with a more integrated role in the European Commission decision-making process (such 
as the Committee of the Regions (CoR)), the Conference for Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR), 
the North Sea Commission (NSC), and the North Sea Regional Advisory Council for Fisheries.4  

From a technical point of view, if the NSR programme would like to work with PO5 and functional areas, it 
is necessary to describe and support, with evidence, the areas that form the functional area. If the func-
tional areas to be supported under PO5 have not yet been identified, it is enough to state in the Operational 
Programme that these will identified at a later stage. 

Interreg Specific Objective 1: Better Interreg governance 
Under ISO1 a European Territorial Cooperation programme can fund governance related activities, ranging 
from ones that are more tailored to cross-border programmes to more specific transnational ISO1 actions. 
Specific transnational actions are related to supporting the governance (in implementation) of macro re-
gional strategies, sea basin strategies and/ or other territorial strategies. The support targets key imple-
menters (of the strategies’ programme bodies) and assists them in coordinating their strategies with EU 
programmes and raising awareness about the strategies amongst stakeholders (enhancing their capacity). 
Cooperation amongst European Territorial Cooperation programmes can also be targeted, if this involves 
capitalisation amongst beneficiaries and projects of the programmes (as the Technical Assistance budget 
of programmes targets the same aim, but then for authorities of the programme). All in all, actions in ISO1 
should facilitate the considering of local needs in the regions in the programme. 

Overall, although the points that have been highlighted by national/regional stakeholders for better Inter-
reg governance differ somewhat, they imply a role for coordination between the secretariats of Interreg 
programmes and nationally between contact points of Interreg programmes in individual countries. Such 
coordination is in place already today. However, exploring whether further initiatives are required or 
whether existing initiatives to ensure synergy should be further elaborated in the development of the NSR 
Programme can be relevant to consider.  

According to most recent guidance by the Commission on ISO1, the governance targeted under 
ISO1 should go beyond cooperation between authorities of Interreg programmes. Such activities 
are covered by programmes’ Technical Assistance budgets. Based on the advice of the Commission into 
how this might be operationalised, activities in ISO1 could focus on: 

 Developing and/or managing a macro regional strategy, sea basin strategies and/or other ter-
ritorial strategies (e.g. the North Sea Commission’s North Sea Region Strategy 2030); exam-
ples of respective relevant functional areas are mentioned under PO5. 

 Supporting the governance-relation between the NSR Programme 2021-2027 and the adjacent 
macro-regional area, i.e. with the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR). 

 Cooperation with other European Territorial Cooperation programmes, like the BSR Pro-
gramme, with the aim of capitalisation amongst beneficiaries and projects of the programmes. 

 

4 Mike Danson, The rationale of MRS, market failures and institutional misalignment: the case of North Sea Region. In Interact Study, 
Making the most of macro-regions: Trends. Analysis. Recommendations, December 2017 
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The topic of offshore renewable energy and the planned establishing of two energy islands, one 
in the North Sea and one in the Baltic Sea, could lend itself for this purpose.  
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1 Introduction 
Nordregio, Oxford Research and Reeleaf (the NORth consortium), commissioned by the Joint Secretariat 
(JS) and the Programme Preparation Group (PPG) for the North Sea Region (NSR) Programme, have carried 
out a scoping study for the preparation of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027.  

The purpose of the scoping study is to provide analytical support for the programming of the Interreg North 
Sea Region Programme for the period 2021-2027. This includes an analysis of how the achievements and 
lessons learned during the current programme period and the recommendations for future thematic con-
centration made by the EU Commission fit with national and regional policies in the NSR. The scoping study 
will thereby contribute to the process of finalising the focus of policy objectives in the future NSR Pro-
gramme.  

The scoping study has a two-fold focus, centred on the following:  

 Analysis of EU, national and regional policies and strategies 
 Collection and synthesis of regional socio-economic and territorial development statistics/data (ad-

ditional to what is available to the JS) 

The two tasks are interlinked - it is significant to consider both the political and strategic ambitions for 
national and regional development as well as the match of policy objectives with socio-economic and ter-
ritorial development statistics across the NSR geography. Thus, the findings of the two interlinked tasks 
are brought together in a cross-cutting analysis structured according to the policy objectives.  

The scoping study has been carried out using a combination of desk research, qualitative interviews and 
quantitative (GIS) mapping. The research has been conducted in close dialogue with the JS. The research 
has been carried out in stages, starting with desk research on the EU policy framework (the results of which 
are available in the Annex, chapter 2), the Commission’s Orientation Paper which has provided recommen-
dations for the coming programme period and the JS VB Achievements Report, which highlights outcome 
and learning points from the current programme period. This fed into the interview guide for the na-
tional/regional policy and strategy analysis (the results of which are available in the Annex, chapter 3). 
Each national PPG member and a second stakeholder (appointed by the PPG member) were interviewed 
for each of the NSR countries. Finally, the findings of the analysis were brought together in this final report. 

The report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 introduces overall socio-economic and territorial character-
istics, challenges and potentials, of the regions comprised by NSR programme area 2021-2027. Chapter 3 
presents the cross-cutting analysis, which synthesises the findings from the policy/strategy analysis and 
socio-economic data linked to the coming policy objectives. The analysis is structured according to policy 
objectives, each of them comprising conclusions regarding policy trends, regional potentials and challenges 
and attention points for the PPG and JS in the design of the NSR Programme 2021-2027.   
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2 Territorial overview 
The area covered by the 2021-2027 North Sea Region Programme corresponds to a different area of those 
for the previous programming periods. It now covers parts or the whole territory of five Member States as 
well as parts of Norway.5 Previously, it covered parts or the whole territory of six Member States and the 
whole of Norway. The reduction in the number of Member States is the result of the United Kingdom’s 
decision of not participating in the 2021-2027 programme. Furthermore, the northern regions of Norway 
(Troms og Finnmark and Nordland) are not included in the upcoming programming period. 

Belgium: Antwerpen, Oost-Vlaanderen, West-Vlaanderen  
Denmark: Entire territory  
Germany: Bremen, Hamburg, Braunschweig, Hannover, Lüneburg, Weser-Ems, Schleswig-Holstein  
Netherlands: Groningen, Friesland, Drenthe, Overijssel, Flevoland, Noord-Holland, Zuid-Holland, Zeeland  
Norway: Oslo, Viken, Innlandet, Vestfold og Telemark, Agder, Rogaland, Vestland, Møre og Romsdal and 
Trøndelag 
Sweden: Sydsverige (Skåne län), Norra Mellansverige (Värmlands län), Småland med öarna (Kronobergs 
län), Västsverige 

Urban-rural typology 

The land area of the 2021-2027 NSR Programme area covers approximately 480,000 km from Trøndelag 
in Norway to Flanders in Belgium. It includes a variety of regions, ranging from predominantly urban to 
predominantly rural regions according to the 2016 version of the urban-rural typology. It has been devel-
oped by Eurostat and classifies European NUTS 3 regions into three classes based on the share of population 
living in urban clusters. The classes correspond to:  

- Predominantly urban region: a region where more than 80% of the population live in urban clusters. 
They mainly correspond to the capital city regions in Denmark and Norway and large urban areas 
in Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands. 

- Intermediate region: a region where more than 50% and less than 80% of the population live in 
urban clusters. Approximately half of the regions making the NSR correspond to intermediate re-
gions. They can be found within each domestic context and they usually correspond to a region 
dominated by a medium to large urban area (e.g. Malmö in Skåne, Sweden). 

- Predominantly rural region: a region where less than 50% of the population live in urban clusters. 
They can be found within each domestic context, except for the Netherlands.  

 

5 The geography of the 2021-2027 NSR Programme is still under discussion in several Member States during the timeframe of this scoping 
study. 
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Population change 

The population of the NSR in 2020 is approximately 43 million inhabitants, corresponding to 9,6% of the 
EU-27 population. This share increased over time; it was for instance 9,4% in 2013 and population projec-
tions indicate that this share is expected to continue increasing in the future. Approximately 45 million 
inhabitants are expected to live in the NSR by 2030, corresponding to 10,0% of the EU-27 population, thus 
highlighting the dynamism of the NSR as a whole within the EU-27 context.  

The population of the NSR is expected to increase by 7,4% between 2013 and 2030.6 However, population 
developments greatly vary from one region to another. The largest demographic growths are expected to 
take place in regions located in Norway; the region of Oslo being the region with the highest expected 
population growth within the NSR. Other notable demographic growth, i.e. above 15% of population in-
crease, are expected to take place in parts of Belgium, Denmark and Sweden. It mainly corresponds to 
predominantly urban regions and intermediate regions such as parts of Flanders (Belgium), the Greater 
Copenhagen Region (parts of Denmark and Sweden). Norway is the only country of the NSR in which 
important population growth is expected in predominantly rural regions. This is the case in the NUTS 3 
regions of Aust-Agder and Møre og Romsdal. This reflects the general demographic trends of regions in 
Norway, where population increases and is expected to continue increasing in all regions across the country. 

There is no clear pattern between population shrinkage and the urban-rural typology in the NSR. For in-
stance, all regions in Norway and Sweden part of the NSR are expected to have a population increase, 
whereas various types of regions in Germany part of the NSR are expected to have a population shrinkage. 
The largest population decrease, i.e. beyond -10% of population shrinkage, are expected to take place in 
intermediate and predominantly rural regions in Germany as well as two intermediate regions located in 
the northern parts of The Netherlands and the insular predominantly rural region of Bornholm in Denmark. 

 

6 Based on regional population projections published by Eurostat, using 2013 as a reference year. 
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Furthermore, five predominantly urban regions would also face demographic shrinkages: four are located 
in Germany (Bremen, Pinneberg, Hannover and Delmenhorst) and one in the Netherlands (Oost-Zuid-
Holland). 

 

Gross regional product 

Gross regional product (GRP) measures the total value of final goods and services produced in a region. It 
is the most stable and commonly used indicator for measuring and comparing the size of economies. Alt-
hough GRP does not take economic sustainability into account, it does highlight economic cycles such as 
recessions, recoveries and booms, and therefore provides an overview of the state of an economy. The 
regional NSR average in GRP per capita7, based on EU-27 average8, was 118 in 2018, indicating an eco-
nomic performance above the European average. Similar to the demographic context, the NSR includes 
regions with a variety of economic contexts. The predominantly urban regions have the highest GRP per 
capita in the NSR, mirroring the pattern elsewhere in Europe. The main reasons for this are the diverse 
range of economic activities in the big cities along with urban growth. The highest value is found in the 
region of Hamburg (197), which has a GRP/capita twice as large as the EU-27 average. Other regions within 
the NSR with a notable GRP/capita, i.e. above 150, are Noord-Holland (the Netherlands), Oslo og Akershus 
(Norway), Hovedstaden (Denmark) and Bremen (Germany). Eight NUTS 2 regions have a GRP/capita below 
the EU-27 average in 2018. They are located in Denmark (Sjælland), Germany (Lüneberg), Norway (Hed-
mark og Oppland and Sør-Østlandet), Sweden (Norra Mellansverige where Värmland is located) and the 
Netherlands (Flevoland, Friesland and Drenthe). 

 

7 Expressed in purchasing power parity (PPP) for comparison between countries by eliminating differences in price levels. 
8 The actual value of the EU-27 average is 30,200€/inhabitant; and the corresponding NSR-average is 35,636€/inhabitant. 
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3 Policy Objectives for the NSR  
Programme 2021-2027 

This chapter provides the cross-cutting analysis. It builds on recommendations by the Commission for the 
coming programme period and lessons learned from the current programme period and brings together 
the findings of the national/regional policy and strategy analysis and the socio-economic analysis. The 
analysis is centred on the four policy objectives (POs) and the Interreg specific objective 1 (ISO1) which 
have been recommended to the NSR Programme by the Commission. An overview of the recommendations 
of the Commission is listed in the table below. 

EU Commission Recommendations for the Orientation of the NSR Programme 2021-2027 
 
PO1, a smarter Europe 
 Develop further the NSR work on smart specialisation building on work of the regional strengths 
 Promote Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) activities in the challenge driven fields related 

to PO2 

PO2, a greener, low-carbon Europe (strongest focus) 
 Development of low-emission/green solutions and circular economy  
 Continue with eco-system approach to environmental management 
 Promote climate change and adaptation related investments 
 
PO3, a more connected Europe 
The Commission does not recommend this PO for the NSR Programme 
 
PO4, a more social Europe 
The Commission does not recommend this PO for the NSR Programme 

PO5, a Europe closer to citizens 
 Support knowledge sharing and exchange from innovative approaches to planning, sustainable urban 

development and local-led development and develop these initiatives at a transnational scale, as 
well as pollution reduction and information exchange for authorities and citizens 

ISO1, Interreg specific objective of better governance  

 Foster cooperation between regions and programmes  

Based on the recommendations by the Commission, PO3, a more connected Europe and PO4, a more social 
Europe was not in focus as part of the initial data collection. However, transport and mobility, which are 
themes under PO3, were included as part of the research design, exploring potentials under PO1 and PO2. 
In August 2020, PO3 and PO4 were added to the analysis, and another round of data collection was carried 
out and incorporated into the analysis (finalised in September 2020). 

The cross-cutting analysis includes links to, and highlights experiences from, the current programme pe-
riod. Interviews have fed into providing this link, along with the VB Achievements Report of the JS. The 
priority areas (thematic objectives) of the current NSR Programme are listed in the table below.  

The priority areas (thematic objectives) of the NSR Programme 2014-2020 (allocation in 
brackets) 
 
1. Thinking growth: Supporting growth in the North Sea Region economies (27%)  
2. Eco-Innovation: Stimulating the green economy (25%)  
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3. Sustainable North Sea Region: Protecting against climate change and preserving the environment 
(26%)  

4. Green Transport and Mobility (16%) 
5. Technical Assistance (6%) 

In the following, an analysis of each of the POs is presented. For each PO, the Commission recommenda-
tions and the links to the priority areas/thematic objectives of the current programme period is introduced. 
This is followed by an introduction to  socio-economic and territorial characteristics of the NSR and a cross-
cutting national/regional policy and strategy analysis, which synthesises findings from the national/regional 
sections (in the Annex, chapter 3). 

 

3.1 Policy Objective 1: A smarter Europe  
PO1: Smarter Europe will promote innovation, digitalisation, economic transformation and support to small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Overall, four specific objectives have been defined for PO1: 

1. Enhancing research and innovation capacities and the uptake of advanced technologies 
2. Reaping the benefits of digitalisation for citizens, companies and governments   
3. Enhancing growth and competitiveness of SMEs  
4. Developing skills for smart specialisation, industrial transition and entrepreneurship  

PO1 continues the focus on innovation-driven competitiveness from the 2014-2020 programme period. It 
is supported by the European Green Deal, the new growth strategy for the EU. The European Green Deal 
has two pillars: a dedicated strategy for SMEs and a new industrial policy. The first recognises that SMEs 
play a key role in every sector of the economy, and particularly welcomes their ability to bring innovative 
solutions to promoting energy efficiency and address challenges linked to climate change. In the industrial 
strategy, the broader area of digitalisation is one of three key priorities, dubbed like the European Green 
Deal’s ‘twin strategy’: Shaping Europe's Digital Future. Both strategies recognise the role of innovation as 
central to growth: Research and innovation drive, enable and accelerate the shift towards green and digital 
transitions of our societies. Smart specialisation is the basis for research and innovation investment and 
key for helping regions to tap into their innovation potential and strengthen their competitiveness.9 

In its Orientation Paper to the NSR Programme, the Commission highlights that the regions of the NSR 
have similarities in business structures linked to the sea and the coast and a potential for exchanging 
experiences and practices based on their smart specialisation strategies. The recommendations to the NSR 
Programme are also linked to utilising strengths as prioritised in smart specialisation strategies.  

In the following, contextual elements of smart specialisation are introduced, setting the scene for the de-
velopment in the NSR, followed by a mapping of smart specialisation strategies, and the analysis of na-
tional/regional perspectives on the interlinked Commission recommendations. The Commission’s recom-
mendations have been guiding for the analysis.  

 Setting the scene for PO1 in the NSR 

This section provides a mapping of the regional innovation capacity in the NSR. It then goes on to map the 
participation of regions in thematic smart specialisation platforms and it provides an overview of smart 
specialisation strategic focus areas across the NSR. The selected indicators mostly provide relevant back-
ground information for the specific objectives enhancing research and innovation capacities and the uptake 

 

9 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. Strengthening Innovation in Europe's Regions: Strategies for resilient, inclusive and 
sustainable growth, 2017, https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/2014/com_2017_376_2_en.pdf   
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of advanced technologies, enhancing growth and competitiveness of SMEs and developing skills for smart 
specialisation, industrial transition and entrepreneurship. 

Regional innovation capacity 

Two indicators have been selected to illustrate the context at regional level for Policy objective 1 “a smarter 
Europe by promoting innovative and smart economic transformation”: The Regional Innovation Scoreboard 
(RIS) and the share of the population with tertiary education level. The former is built upon 17 indicators 
and classifies regions into four main innovation performance group providing a comparative assessment of 
regional innovation, whereas the latter illustrates a major driver of economic competitiveness of a 
knowledge-based economy. Methodological elements are found in the Annex, chapter 4. 

The map below shows the Regional Innovation Scoreboard (RIS) in the regions of the North Sea Region in 
2019. The index shows the performance of innovation systems, classified into four main performance 
groups (Leader, Strong, Moderate and Modest), of which only the first three groups are represented across 
the North Sea Region. Regions of the NSR are performing rather well in an overall RIS comparison regarding 
innovation performance. The regions with the strongest performance (i.e. Leader+, Leader and Leader-) 
are found in at least one region in each of the countries part of the NSR, except in Belgium. Overall, the 
capital and metropolitan regions have higher levels of innovation performance than more rural and periph-
eral regions, according to RIS 2019. This is often due to the critical mass of companies and the spatial 
significance of the proximity of firms and entrepreneurs, enabling knowledge-sharing and spill-over effects. 
It is also because headquarters tend to locate in metropolitan regions, whereas some of their activities 
might occur in other parts of the country. The region of the NSR with the highest performance is the capital 
region of Denmark (Hovedstaden) with a relative index score to the EU2019 of 151,1 in 2019, making it a 
Leader+ region. It is due to high share of the population having a tertiary education, relative high partici-
pation in lifelong learning, important number of scientific publications, important Research and Develop-
ment (R&D) expenditure in both the public and business sectors, among others. The capital region of 
Denmark is followed by another Leader+ region, namely Västsverige in Sweden and four Leader regions 
(Sydsverige in Sweden, Trøndelag and Oslo og Akershus in Norway and Braunschweig in Germany). The 
regions with the lowest innovation performance are found in the regions of Zeeland (NL), Lüneburg (DE), 
Friesland (NL) and Weser-Ems (DE). They all have a relative index score to the EU2019 below 90, which 
cluster these four regions into the Moderate+ group. This is partially explained by very low R&D expenditure 
in the public sector in Friesland and Zeeland, the lack of public-private co-publications in Weser-Ems and 
the lack of collaboration between innovative SMEs in Lüneburg. 

Four among the 17 indicators making up the RIS deserve a special interest in this investigation of the 
innovation capacity of the regions. They are related to R&D expenditures as well as innovative SMEs, of 
which both represent key drivers of economic growth in a knowledge-based economy. The general patterns 
are that regions of the NSR have, on average, higher scores than the EU-average for these four indicators, 
with the predominantly urban and intermediate regions performing better than rural regions. Furthermore, 
as for other European regions, the innovative SMEs across the NSR have some limitations for collaborating 
with other innovative SMEs, as highlighted by the score of this indicator, which is, on average, lower than 
for the three other indicators. 

 R&D expenditures in the public sector as a percentage of GDP: The NSR regional average of 
0,588 is above the EU-27 regional average of 0,480. The highest shares are found in interme-
diate and predominantly urban regions with the highest values in Braunschweig and Bremen in 
Germany and Trøndelag and Oslo og Akershus in Norway. The lowest shares are mostly found 
in intermediate and predominantly rural regions with the lowest values in Friesland, Drenthe 
and Zeeland in the Netherlands and Lüneburg in Germany. 

 R&D expenditures in the business sector as a percentage of GDP: The NSR regional average of 
0,564 is above the EU27 regional average of 0,427. The highest shares are found in intermedi-
ate and predominantly urban regions with the highest values in Braunschweig in Germany, 
Hovedstaden in Denmark, Trøndelag in Norway and Västsverige in Sweden. The lowest shares 
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are mostly found in intermediate and predominantly rural regions with the lowest values in 
Grönningen and Drenthe in the Netherlands, Sjælland in Denmark and Hedmark og Oppland in 
Norway. 

 SMEs innovating in-house as a percentage of SMEs: The NSR regional average of 0,560 is above 
the EU-27 regional average of 0,451. The highest shares are found in various types of regions 
with the highest values in Braunschweig in Germany and Hedmark og Oppland and Oslo og 
Akershus in Norway. The lowest shares are mostly found in predominantly rural regions with 
the lowest value in Weser-Ems in Germany. 

 Innovative SMEs collaborating with others as a percentage of SMEs: The NSR regional average 
of 0,464 is above the EU-27 regional average of 0,325. The highest shares are found in Flanders 
in Belgium and Trøndelag in Norway. The lowest shares are mainly found in all German regions.  

 

Participation in smart specialisation thematic platforms 

Smart specialisation is a bottom-up policy approach promoted by the EU Commission as the basis for the 
programming period 2014–2020 and characterised by the identification of strategic focus areas. It assists 
European regions to identify and develop their competitive advantages by unlocking the specific assets and 
competencies of their economic structure and knowledge base. This approach brings together a variety of 
local and regional actors from different spheres such as authorities, academics and business actors.  

A Smart Specialisation Platform10 has been developed to support the collaboration of actors in developing 
a smart specialisation strategy. The platform mainly aims at providing advices to EU countries and regions 
for the design and implementation of their smart specialisation strategy (e.g. to facilitate mutual learning 
and provide good practice examples). In 2015, three thematic smart specialisation platforms were launched 
by the European Commission services in the areas of agri-food, energy and industrial modernisation to 

 

10 https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/s3-platform 
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“provide an interactive and participatory environment supporting interregional cooperation” in regions and 
countries with similar or complementary smart specialisation strategy priorities.11 The objective of the the-
matic platforms is to accelerate the development of joint investment projects in European regions.  

The following three maps of the North Sea Region indicate the thematic platform(s) for which each of the 
33 regions12 has flagged its interest (status as of June 2020). The agri-food and industrial modernisation 
are strategic areas found in most regions within the NSR. Each of these two areas have 18 registered 
regions within the transnational cooperation area.  

The agri-food platform gather interest in all regions that are part of the NSR located in Belgium and Norway 
as well as most regions in the Netherlands. For instance, the agri-food area includes the partnership “S3 
High Technology Farming” which aims at developing joint activities for accelerating the adoption of high 
and new technologies that can improve the performance of farming practices and farm management.13 
This partnership, led by a region outside of the NSR, includes Flanders in Belgium, Weser-Ems in Germany 
as well as most regions in the Netherlands and Norway.  

 

The industrial modernisation focus is found in all regions part of the NSR located in Belgium as well as most 
regions in Sweden and the Netherlands. For instance, the industrial modernisation area includes the part-
nership “Bioeconomy - Innovative use of non-food biomass” which aims at developing new integral bio-
based value chains and new connections between sectors (e.g. chemistry, cosmetics, etc.). 14  This 

 

11 European Commission (2017) Thematic Smart Specialisation – Interregional cooperation to increase innovation investment across EU 
borders. ISBN 978-92-79-68858-4, doi:10.2776/713494. Available online at: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/in-
fographic/thematic_smart_specialisation_en.pdf 
12 Total number of regions in the 2021-2027 programming period (i.e. excl. the UK and northern Norway) 
13 https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/high-tech-farming 
14 https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/bio-economy 
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partnership is co-led by Noord-Holland and includes two other regions in the Netherlands (Noord Nederland 
and Zuid Nederland), Flanders in Belgium and Värmland in Sweden. 

 

The energy thematic platform has 13 registered regions in the NSR, including all NSR regions located in 
Belgium as well as a couple of regions in Denmark,15 Germany, Norway, Sweden and the Netherlands. For 
instance, the energy area includes the partnership “Marine Renewable Energy” which aims at pooling “re-
gional resources and expertise in order to create new business opportunities and increased growth for the 
Marine Renewable Energy sector.”16 This partnership is led by a region outside of the NSR and includes 
Flanders in Belgium, Southern Denmark in Denmark, Dalarna and Skåne in Sweden and Sogn og Fjordane 
in Norway. 

 

15 In the case of Denmark, a reform of the business support system abolished the role of regions in business development from 1 January 
2019. This has entailed that the smart specialisation strategy today covers the entire country, yet regional positions of strength can still 
be identified. Nation-wide cluster initiatives are in place for all focus areas of the strategy, which are anchored locally.   
16 https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/marine-renewable-energy 



Scoping Study INTERREG NSR 2021-2027 North Sea Region Programme 

                        Page 25 of 54 

 

 

Smart specialisation strategies in the NSR 

Each of the regions has a smart specialisation strategy,17 which outlines the strategic focus areas for the 
coming years. The aim of smart specialisation is to boost growth and jobs through focusing development 
and innovation measures on areas where the regions have strengths/competitive advantages. As evident 
from the country/region reports in the Annex’s chapter 3, the number of focus areas of strategies vary 
from two (Kronoberg) to 13 (DK). In some regions, updated strategies have been launched recently, 
whereas other regions are currently in the process of drafting new strategies.18 Some continuity between 
strategy periods is however to be expected, and the overview of focus areas is thereby consistent with the 
priorities of the individual regions.   

For the purposes of analysis, we have identified overlapping focus areas across the NSR, which have been 
clustered under six umbrella categories: maritime industries; energy and environmental technology; mo-
bility and logistics; industrial modernisation; life sciences and health tech; food, agriculture and bio-based 
economy. An overview of the six smart specialisations focus areas are listed in the table below, highlighting 
which regions have included which focus areas. This does not include a full overview of focus areas, but 
the areas found to the highest extent to include commonalities across the region thereby involving potential 
and strengths for several regions. 

 

 

 

17 There is a total of 28 smart specialisation strategies for the 33 NSR regions. The strategies cover administrative regions that correspond 
to statistical regions ranging from NUTS1 (e.g. Flanders and Denmark, since a reform of the business development system in January 
2019) to NUTS3 (e.g. Värmland). 
18 In the case of Norway, there is not a requirement to develop smart specialization strategies. Most of the strategies are regional 
development plans, and due to a recent regional reform, several counties are in the process of developing new strategies. 
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Overlapping Focus Areas in Smart Specialisation Strategies 

 Maritime 
industries 

Mobility 
and logis-

tics 

Life  
sciences 

and health 
tech 

Industrial 
modernisa-

tion 

Food, agri, 
bioecon-

omy 

Energy and 
environ-
mental 

technology 

Flanders (BE)  x x x x x 

Denmark (DK) x  x x x x 
Lower Saxony (DE) x x x x x x 
Bremen (DE) x x x x x x 
Hamburg (DE)  x x x  x 

Schleswig Holstein (DE) x  x  x X 
Region North (NL)   x x x x 

Region South (NL)   x x x x 
Region West (NL) x x x x x x 

Region East (NL)    x x  
Agder county (NO) x      

Møre og Romsdal county (NO) x      
Buskerud (Merged into Viken 
county) (NO) 

     x 

Telemark county-(Merged into 
Vestfold & Telemark county) 
(NO) 

     x 

Vestfold county – (Merged 
into Vestfold & Telemark 
county) (NO) 

   x  x 

Østfold county (Merged into 
Viken county) (NO) 

     x 

Hedmark (Merged with Op-
pland to form Innlandet 
county) (NO) 

    x x 

Oppland (Merged with Hed-
mark to form Innlandet 
county) (NO) 

    x x 

Trøndelag county (NO) x    x x 
Rogaland county (NO)      x 

Hordaland county (NO)      x 

More og Romsdal county (NO) x      

Oslo and Akershus counties 
(NO) 

      

Skåne (SE)  x x x x x 

Värmland (SE)    x x  

Kronoberg (SE)    x   

Halland (SE)   x   x 

Västra Götaland (SE) x x x x   

 
As illustrated in the table, the strategic focus on energy, agri-food and industrial modernisation is consistent 
with the map above, which provides an overview of regional participation/expression of interest in the three 
thematic platforms established to accelerate the development of joint investment projects in European 
regions - with some exceptions, e.g. regions in Germany have strategic focus areas which are not reflected 
on the thematic platforms. Further, the table illustrates that: 

 Energy and environmental technology are the most recurrent strategic focus area across the NSR 
(in a total of 20 regions) 
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 The areas of food, agriculture and/or bioeconomy, industrial modernisation, life sciences and/or 
health tech are also prominent across the NSR in smart specialisation strategies, yet to a minor 
extent in Norway 

 Maritime industries are a focus area especially in regions along the coastline 
 Mobility and logistics are a focus area mainly in urban regions 

Digitalisation is another focus area which is included in most smart specialisation strategies as well as in 
national-level strategies. In some cases, in smart specialisation strategies, it is a separate focus area and 
- in most cases - it is included as a cross-cutting theme, which is of relevance for all the strategic focus 
areas.  

 Recommendation: Develop further the NSR work on smart specialisation, building on 
work of the regional strengths 

The Commission recommends that the North Sea Region should develop smart specialisation further, build-
ing on the competitive strengths and linking their strengths to new innovation-focussed value chain oppor-
tunities of the region, like sustainable resources, state of the art research and competence in human re-
sources, effective and digital production technologies and world-leading design. The focus should be on 
supporting sets of projects to develop, connect or make complementary use of testing and demonstration 
facilities to accelerate market uptake and scale up of innovation solutions in shared specialisation priority 
areas.19 

The recommendation to work on smart specialisation has links to Priority 1: thinking growth of the current 
programme, specifically objective 1.2: enhancing regional innovation support capacity. At the end of 2019, 
nine projects have been initiated under this priority. However, few of them are focused on supporting smart 
specialisation strategies, rather they work with business support/policy tools related to smart specialisation. 
Only a minor share of these projects has actively connected to the Smart Specialisation Platform and rele-
vant policy stakeholders during project implementation.  

The main distinctions between the focus of priority 1 of the current programme and PO1 of the coming 
programme period involve that the NSR is recommended to focus more explicitly on the realisation of smart 
specialisation strategies of states/regions.  

National/regional perspectives on smart specialisation focus 

The stakeholders interviewed for the scoping study across the NSR all prioritise the inclusion of PO1 in the 
programme. Further, they all wish to have a broad thematic approach to PO1, which entails that focusing 
the programme on certain smart specialisation strategic focus areas is not highlighted as a priority. Stake-
holders generally prioritise that projects are demand-driven and support innovation. The innovation capac-
ity of SMEs and the building of strong public private partnerships are highlighted as key outcomes and 
learning points from projects in the current programme period. Strengthening the international competi-
tiveness and promoting a resource-efficient society are also highlighted as important outcomes of priority 
1 projects. Stakeholders underline the need to continue knowledge exchange and cooperation on the pro-
motion of innovation capacity, e.g. through supporting the internationalisation, digitalisation and green 
transition of SMEs. Cooperation with other SMEs, universities and public sector organisations within the 
NSR geography gives access to collaboration partners that SMEs would not otherwise have and knowledge 
of specialisation areas within other countries, increasing the skills and knowledge of SMEs. 

Although there is not a wish among the national/regional stakeholders to restrict NSR cooperation to certain 
thematic areas, the positions of strength, which are shared across the NSR are highlighted to have poten-
tial. Especially digitalisation of SMEs and digitalisation as a cross-cutting focus is highlighted by 

 

19 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, P.10 
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stakeholders as an important focus in the coming NSR Programme. Digitalisation is also a topic which has 
been brought up in interviews in relation to the Covid-19 crisis which has further pushed for the need for 
agility of SMEs to adapt to changing market conditions. In addition to the positions of strength highlighted 
in the table, also tourism is mentioned by some stakeholders to have potential for transnational cooperation 
in the coming period. 

The national/regional perspectives, although not in direct opposition, somewhat differ from the recommen-
dation of the Commission in the Orientation Paper to the NSR Programme to focus on supporting sets of 
projects in shared specialisation priority areas. Some ideas and issues are raised by stakeholders that can 
be taken into consideration in the coming NSR Programme: 

 In many NSR regions, the focus areas of smart specialisation strategies are built around cluster 
development. Flanders, for example, highlights potentials for promoting bottom-up, demand-driven 
projects on cluster cooperation, where potentials for cross-cutting cooperation between specialisa-
tion domains are pursued.  

 From the side of Germany and the Netherlands, a broad approach to innovation and stakeholder 
involvement is highlighted as important. Stakeholders call for a broad approach to the concept of 
innovation, which implies that cultural and NGO actors should also be encouraged to take part in 
activities under PO1. 

 Some of the stakeholders interviewed suggest that smart specialisation has not been sufficiently 
operationalised to project applicants and that therefore only few projects have focused on the 
implementation of smart specialisation in the current period.  

 In the current period there have been issues concerning state aid rules which have been challenging 
for some Priority 1 projects. Conditions and opportunities for including SMEs in projects should 
therefore be made clear for potential applicants, i.e. whether they can be included as partners or 
rather as participants.  

Overall, the tools/policy mix to support innovation of SMEs as facilitated by smart specialisation strategies 
are considered relevant. This includes e.g. cluster development initiatives. The common perspective from 
the side of all NSR stakeholders is that the focus of the coming NSR Programme should be placed on the 
promotion of innovation, digitalisation and internationalisation of SMEs. 

 Recommendation: Promote RDI activities in the challenge-driven fields related to PO2 

Many places in the North Sea Region have a strong RDI profile and RDI is certainly an important element 
of the economy in the North Sea Region. In order to avoid an unnecessary duplication of funding, PO1 in 
the future NSR should be targeted very carefully to areas that benefit especially from transnational coop-
eration in their smart specialisation priority niche areas. This way regions can complement their assets and 
potentials of business and research, reach critical mass and scope to compete together at the global scale. 
RDI investments to limited, carefully chosen, challenge driven topics that are in line with the main priorities 
of the programme should be promoted (i.e. related to PO2). 

The Commission recommends that linked to regional strengths in R&D, innovation and experimentation the 
NSR should continue to develop new responses to major issues such as clean and sustainable transport, 
marine plastics/litter, flood risks, opportunities in the circular economy and carbon capture, utilization and 
storage, that can be pursued in a unique way drawing on transnational and cross-sectoral stakeholders.  

The states and regions in the NSR are in the process of developing and rolling out alternative fuels and 
low-carbon vehicle technologies. The NSR is also well-equipped with renewable energy and spear head 
technologies – such as wind, hydro and biomass aiming at respecting all relevant environmental provisions 
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– to facilitate a transfer to a low-emission and eventually fossil-free transport system. These investments 
need to continue.20  

In the current programme period, priority 1: thinking growth, objective 1.1. knowledge partnerships have 
supported partnerships between businesses and knowledge institutions in order to promote innovation, 
new products and services. The public sector has played an important role as broker in these partnerships. 
These experiences will be of relevance for the coming period, where the recommendation is to focus initi-
atives on PO2, greener, low carbon challenge-driven areas mutual for NSR states/regions. Notably, the 
Commission also points to opportunities to continue RDI efforts that in the current programme have been 
carried out within the framework of priority 2: eco-innovation and priority 4: Green transport and mobility.  

National/regional perspectives on PO2-focused RDI activities 

Most national/regional stakeholders welcome the recommendation to focus RDI activities on challenge-
driven fields related to PO2. However, they also highlight that it is significant not to focus too much on 
R&D, but to support pilot and demonstration projects that provide a stronger foundation for projects to 
result in investment and development (DE, DK, NL, NO). The position of Flanders is that RDI activities 
should not be restricted to PO2 but should be open to demand-driven projects also in other fields.  
As evident from the review of smart specialisation strategies in section 3.2.1 areas such as mobility and 
maritime economy, energy and environmental technology are linked to PO2. Certain challenge-driven fields 
are highlighted by stakeholders as having potential for transnational RDI cooperation in the NSR: 

 Sustainable transport linked to smart city and maritime transport, e.g. the introduction of new 
technologies, social innovations in the mobility sector, electrification of the transport sector (DE, 
NO, SE) 

 Waste management and circular economy as areas where RDI activity can benefit from added 
value of working with countries with similar challenges that have other positions of strength (SE) 

Overall, except for Flanders that calls for a broader approach, there is interest in directing RDI funds to-
wards PO2 challenge-driven fields with a focus on demonstration/pilot projects.  

 Conclusions and attention points for PO1 in the NSR Programme 2021-2027 

PO1: Smarter Europe will promote innovation, digitalisation, economic transformation and support to SMEs. 
The scoping study has placed focus on two indicators of the innovative capacity of regions across the NSR 
and the policy and perspectives on PO1 among national and regional stakeholders. In the following, key 
conclusions and attention point for the development of the NSR Programme are presented. 
 
Overall, compared to the European average, the NSR is performing well regarding innovation 
performance. The predominantly urban regions as well as the intermediate regions of the NSR have a 
strong innovative capacity. Some of them (i.e. Leader+) are among the most innovative in Europe. Pre-
dominantly rural regions in the NSR tend to have a more limited innovation capacity, just as elsewhere 
across Europe, which is partially explained by a smaller share of the population with a tertiary education 
attainment and rather limited collaboration between innovate SMEs. This can be seen in their values below 
both the NSR and EU-27 averages for the mentioned indicators. The exception being the region of Braun-
schweig that performs high in R&D expenditures from both the public and business sectors. 
 
National and regional stakeholders call for a broad approach to PO1. Smart specialisation strategies 
are developed by regions in all member states, identifying positions of strength and focus areas for imple-
menting regional innovation policy. The Commission has recommended that the coming programme should 
promote smart specialisation by supporting sets of projects in shared specialisation priority areas. An 

 

20 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, P.10 
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attention point for the design of the NSR Programme 2021-2027 is that generally the tools/policy mix to 
support innovation of SMEs as facilitated by smart specialisation strategies are considered relevant by 
stakeholders. However, the need for a flexible programme that is not locked to shared specialisation priority 
areas is underlined by stakeholders.  

 This is of relevance especially for specific objective 3: Enhancing growth and competitiveness of 
SMEs and specific objective 4: Developing skills for smart specialisation, industrial transition and 
entrepreneurship. The promotion of innovation, digitalisation and internationalisation of SMEs are 
focus areas, which stakeholders generally wish to continue in the coming programme period. Clus-
ter development is also highlighted as a tool in the smart specialisation policy mix, which can be 
incorporated into the NSR Programme 2021-2027. 
 

Digitalisation is a strategic priority for the NSR Programme 2021-2027. Digitalisation is a strategic 
priority nationally/regionally in the NSR. Some stakeholders refer to it as a potential specific policy objective 
for the NSR Programme, but it is also proposed by some stakeholders that digitalisation is included as a 
horizontal criterion for all projects, e.g. requiring that up-to-date digital technologies are used as part of 
NSR projects. This proposal aligns with the European Commission’s regard of digital technologies as critical 
enablers for the European Green Deal, and that as such, digital solutions can advance the circular economy, 
support the decarbonisation of all sectors and reduce the environmental and social footprint of products 
placed on the EU market. 

 The digitalisation focus requested for the NSR Programme has direct links to specific objective 2: 
Reaping the benefits of digitalisation for citizens, companies and governments. In the development 
of the programme, the JS and PPG can consider highlighting digitalisation in the framing of the NSR 
Programme, i.e. as a horizontal criterion for projects in all the POs covered by the programme. This 
will raise the ambitions and promote the digital agenda outlined at EU, national and regional level. 

Thematic overlaps exist between smart specialisation strategies of the NSR. These can be high-
lighted and developed in the NSR Programme 2021-2027. As part of the scoping study, we have 
identified focus areas of strategies across the NSR, demonstrating that environmental and energy technol-
ogy is the most recurrent focus area of smart specialisation, found in 20 out of a total of 28 strategies. 
Industrial modernisation and agri-food are other focus areas included in several smart specialisation strat-
egies across the NSR. They are also the focal point of smart specialisation thematic platforms that comprise 
European-wide innovation and research partnerships, also including partners in NSR regions. The strategic 
focus areas of environmental and energy technology, industrial modernisation and agri-food, which are 
promoted also through other EU programmes, can hold potential for the NSR Programme 2021-2027 al-
lowing for possible synergy opportunities with other EU-funded initiatives.  

 With respect for the priority of national and regional stakeholders to maintain a broad approach to 
PO1, not highlighting certain sectors, the smart specialisation strategic focus areas that are shared 
among several regions may hold potential for transnational cooperation. Especially the recurrent 
strategic focus of regions on environmental and energy technology can be of relevance to highlight 
in the NSR Programme 2021-2027, which also holds direct links to PO2. 

Broad strategic backing for directing RDI activities towards PO2-related themes. The Commission 
has also recommended that RDI activities in the coming programme period will be targeting challenge-
driven fields related to PO2. This is a recommendation which most stakeholders are in favour of. Energy is 
one area in which there is a shared strategic focus across the NSR, and other specific areas of interest for 
transnational cooperation include sustainable transport linked to smart city and maritime industries, waste 
management and circular economy. Stakeholders generally underline that the programme should prioritise 
RDI activities that are implemented as demonstration/pilot projects. 

 The RDI activities focus is linked mainly to specific objective 1: Enhancing research and innovation 
capacities and the uptake of advanced technologies.  
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3.2 Policy Objective 2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 
PO2: A Greener, low-carbon Europe, is closely linked to the European Green Deal focused on investing in 
energy transition, renewables and the fight against climate change. The following eight specific objectives 
have been defined for the design and implementation of PO2. 

1. Promoting energy efficiency measures and reducing green-house gas emissions 
2. Promoting renewable energy  
3. Developing smart energy systems, grids and storage outside TEN-E 
4. Promoting climate change adaptation, risk prevention and disaster resilience  
5. Promoting sustainable water management  
6. Promoting the transition to a circular economy  
7. Enhancing nature protection and biodiversity, green infrastructure in particular in the urban envi-

ronment, and reducing pollution  
8. Promoting sustainable multimodal urban mobility21  

The European Green Deal sets out the direction for the EU to become climate-neutral by 2050. Some of 
the key measures relate to energy, buildings, climate adaptation, water, circular economy, transport, na-
ture and transport. The EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 is also of relevance for PO2. It puts emphasis on 
cooperation across borders among Member States, including through European Territorial Cooperation, on 
green and blue infrastructure. The European Green Deal’s ‘twin policy’, the Shaping Europe’s Digital Future 
policy, aims to ensure that digital technology transformations reach their full and fair potential for people 
and businesses, while helping to achieve the climate-neutrality target of 2050. 

The Commission in its Orientation Paper to the NSR Programme highlights recognised areas of programme 
strength and potential of the NSR to include: marine environment protection and maritime sectors, blue 
and green growth, innovative energy and low emission solutions, circular economy, life and biosciences 
and tackling marine emissions and litter. The Commission recommendations cover a range of interlinked 
topics, which also touch upon the eight specific objectives. In the following, for the sake of analysis, the 
recommendations have been grouped under “development of low-emission/green solutions and circular 
economy” and “continue ecosystem approach to environmental management and the work on maritime 
spatial planning”.  

 Setting the scene for PO2 in the NSR 

This section provides a mapping on aspects related to pollution, circular economy and climate change 
across the NSR. The selected indicators mostly provide relevant background information for the specific 
objectives promoting climate change adaptation, risk prevention and disaster resilience, promoting the 
transition to a circular economy, promoting sustainable water management and enhancing nature protec-
tion and biodiversity, green infrastructure in particular in the urban environment, and reducing pollution. 

Air pollution  

Air pollution is one of the most pressing environmental and health issues worldwide. Fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5)22 is the air pollutant that poses the greatest risk to health globally. The main source of PM2.5 are 
human-made activities, of which road vehicles is the major contributor. Therefore, high levels of PM2.5 are 
usually found along roads and are higher in urban contexts. Furthermore, chronic exposure to PM2.5 con-
siderably increases the risk of respiratory and cardiovascular diseases in particular (WHO, 2018). For these 

 

21 Aligned with a ‘compromise agreement’ on the legislative package, sustainable urban mobility is placed under policy objective 2, as its 
specific objective 8 (see the Annex’s chapter 2). It should be noted that, even though provisional partial agreement has been reached, 
the principle “nothing is agreed until everything is agreed” applies. 
22 PM2.5 stands for particulate matter 2.5 and are air polluting particles with a diameter less or equal to 2.5 micrometers. 
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reasons, population exposure to (outdoor or ambient) PM2.5 was selected to illustrate where such type of 
air pollution can be found within the NSR. 

The map shows the mean annual outdoor PM2.5 concentration that a typical resident living in an area is 
exposed to throughout 2017. The concentration level experienced by the population is expressed in mi-
crograms per cubic meter air (μg/m3). The spatial pattern is clear in the North Sea Region, with the northern 
part significantly less exposed to PM2.5 compared to the southern part. An annual average concentration 
of 10 µg/m3 was chosen by WHO as the long-term guideline value for PM2.5, which represents the lower 
end of the range over which significant effects on survival were observed in the American Cancer Society’s 
(ACS) study. While clean air is in general secured in the North Sea Region, two-thirds of the 33 regions 
have a concentration level above this threshold. These regions are geographically located to the south of 
the Nordjylland region in Denmark, and the highest exposure to PM2.5 is measured in Antwerpen in Belgium 
(13,8 µg/m3). The best air quality is witnessed in Kronoberg (5,6 µg/m3) in Sweden and Vestland (5,7 
µg/m3) and Trøndelag (5,8 µg/m3) in Norway. 

 

Circular economy 

The ESPON CIRCTER project defined circular material providers and circular technology providers as two 
pillars of a circular economy which are associated with the supply-side.23 They constitute core activities 
which provide and enable the transition towards a circular economy. Circular material providers represent 
provision of sustainable resources and secondary raw material, including economic activities such as market 
segments forestry, sustainable agriculture, and renewable energy along with the production of high-quality 
secondary raw materials from waste. Circular technology providers enable a circular economy through 

 

23 ESPON CIRCTER: https://www.espon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/CIRCTER%20FR%20Annex%204%20Sectoral%20characteri-
zation%20of%20regional%20CE_0.pdf  
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innovative technologies and resource-saving services. They also provide intermediate products represent-
ing the technological cycle. 

The following two maps show the territorial distribution of employment by circular material providers (left) 
and circular technology providers (right) in the 33 regions of the North Sea Region in 2015. Across Europe, 
material providers and technology providers represent 2,2% and 1,6% of the total economy respectively. 
Circular material providers have a more predominate role in the regional economy of the North Sea Region 
compared with European average, especially in northern part of the Region. Within the Region, the map 
highlights that circular material providers are more present in rural regions, e.g., Värmland (7,4%) and 
Kronoberg (6,3%) in Sweden. There, regions have large areas covered in forests, and sustainable agricul-
tural and forestry activities have a dominant role in the regional economy. The least shares of people 
employed by circular material providers below 1% are witnessed in predominantly urban regions, including 
Noord-Holland, Zuid-Holland, Hamburg, as well as the capital regions Hovedstaden and Oslo, where mate-
rial providing do not have a prevailing role in regional economic activities.  

Circular technology providers are more present in urban regions and appear to cluster near industrial cen-
tres, e.g., Hamburg (2,4%). Regions in western Norway and Denmark stand out for high shares of people 
employed by circular technology providers. Vestland in Norway has the highest technology provider share 
(3.2%) in the North Sea Region, with considerable amount of people employed in material and energy 
efficiency and renewable energy technology sectors. Within the North Sea Region, below European average 
share of employment by circular technology providers can be found in the vast majority of German, Dutch 
and Belgian regions.        

 

Vulnerability to climate change 

The geography of the NSR makes the region relatively vulnerable to the change in precipitation that varies 
regionally and seasonally. Projected changes in annual and summer precipitation published by the European 
Environment Agency were selected as first indicators to map vulnerability to climate change.24 The two 
maps illustrate the projected change in annual (left) and summer (right) precipitation for the period 2071-

 

24 Projected changes in annual (left) and summer (right) precipitation (%) in the period 2071-2100 compared to the baseline period 
1971-2000 for the forcing scenario RCP 8.5. Additional methodological elements can be found in the Annex’s chapter 4. 
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2100 in comparison with the baseline defined for the period 1971-2000. The data are processed and pre-
sented at 1km*1km grid level in the North Sea Region. An increase of annual precipitation toward the end 
of the 21st century is projected across the entire North Sea Region. Whereas trends are less clear in 
continental Europe, with agreement in increase in Northern Europe and decrease in Southern Europe. The 
increase rate of annual precipitation varies within the North Sea Region, with the southern part expecting 
an increase less than 5% versus a projected increase over 20% in the northern part. Trøndelag and Hed-
mark og Oppland in Norway are the regions expecting the largest increase in annual precipitation for the 
period 2071-2100, and the increase can reach 30% in some parts of these two regions. 

With regards to summer precipitation, a more prevailing South-North division is observed in the North Sea 
Region toward the end of the century. Precipitation is projected to increase in the summer months (June, 
July and August) in the northern part and decrease in the southern part. The increase of summer precipi-
tation can reach nearly 40% for some parts of Trøndelag in Norway. Whereas the decrease is projected to 
be around 15% for the regions in Belgium and the Netherlands, e.g. West-Vlaanderen and Oost-Vlaan-
deren, Zeeland and Zuid-Holland.  

The changes in precipitation may result in changes in the frequency and intensity of climate extremes in 
the Region, in particular in droughts and heavy precipitation events. Heavy precipitation events are likely 
to become more frequent in most parts of Europe. The changes are strongest in Scandinavia in winter and 
in northern and eastern central Europe in summer. These precipitation extremes can have considerable 
impacts on society, including the built environment, agriculture, industry and ecosystem services. 

 

 

To further assess impacts and vulnerability to climate change in an integrated manner, three indicators 
selected from the ESPON Climate project are mapped for the North Sea Region25, which are potential 
impacts of climate change for the period 2071-2100, adaptive capacity to climate change for 2005-2011 
and potential vulnerability to climate change for 2071-2100.26 The potential impacts are presented as the 

 

25 Data from ESPON Climate have been adjusted from NUTS 2006 to NUTS 2013. 
26 Overall impacts derived from 26 impact indicators, overall adaptive capacity from 15 individual indicators, and overall vulnerability 
from a combination of overall impacts and adaptive capacity. 
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aggregation of sectoral impacts derived from 26 impact indicators related to physical, environmental, so-
cial, economic and cultural impacts of climate change. For instance, a potential social impact of flash 
floods27 on population and a potential economic impact of climate change on the energy sector. In the 
North Sea Region, the following general patterns can be observed: coastal regions (e.g. densely populated 
Dutch coastline and Belgium) are projected to be negatively affected due to the increasing flood hazards 
faced by their high concentrations of physical, economic, social and cultural assets. Mountain regions (e.g. 
in Norway) that are dependent on agriculture, forestry and winter and/or summer tourism would also be 
negatively affected. For other parts of the North Sea Region, low or marginal potential impact of climate 
change is projected toward the end of 21st century. 

The adaptive capacity was defined by 15 indicators on knowledge and awareness, economic resources as 
well as technological, infrastructural and institutional capacity to adapt to climate change. The overall ca-
pacity presents almost an inverted pattern compared to the impact map: Most regions for which climate 
change impacts are expected to be the most severe (mainly in the southern part of the North Sea Region) 
are the least capable of adapting to these impacts. The North Sea Region in general is more capable of 
adapting to climate change impacts compared to its counterparts in southern and eastern Europe. All the 
regions in the North Sea Region have at least a medium adaptive capacity. For the Scandinavian regions, 
their adaptive capacity is generally higher regardless of the potential impact of climate change they would 
experience. For example, the regions in Norway expected to be exposed to severe climate changes are in 
fact exhibiting high adaptive capacity. 

Combining aggregate impacts and adaptive capacity results in the potential vulnerability for 2071-2100. 
The vulnerability map is almost mirroring the territorial pattern of potential impacts. The high adaptive 
capacity in the Scandinavian regions and medium capacity in the western regions partly compensates for 
the potential negative impacts projected for these regions. No part of the North Sea Region is deemed of 
highest vulnerability to climate change. The overall most vulnerable types of regions in the North Sea 
Region are densely populated coastal regions and mountain regions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

27 See the final report of the project ESPON Bridges for maps on flash flood-storm in coastal areas (maps 7-1 and 7-2), https://www.es-
pon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/BRIDGES%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf 
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 Recommendation: Development of low-emission/green solutions and circular economy 

The NSR should continue to build on strength that can be drawn from capacity and experience of working 
across sectors and territories. Initiatives for circular economy, greener and low-carbon Europe need to be 
included in the future NSR. Low carbon/green solutions, clean tech and environmental protection is, and 
should continue to be, a theme cutting across all these areas of intervention. The North Sea region has 
capacity to advance its competitive position by leading on minimising environmental costs. In addition, 
sharing information and best practices between the participating regions on methods such as Carbon Cap-
ture, Utilization, and Storage (CCUS) and restoring biodiversity and natural carbon sinks could be consid-
ered.28  

Projects in this field are implemented under the current NSR Programme, especially as part of Priority 2: 
eco-innovation, objective 2.1 to promote the development and adoption of products, services and processes 
to accelerate greening of the NSR economy. This has involved efforts to support traditionally green sectors 
like renewables as well as improving environmental performance in all sectors. Circular economy has been 
a new priority for the NSR Programme, which involved that there was a rather late uptake of allocation of 
funds. In the VB Achievements Report, it is highlighted that there are ample opportunities for businesses 
to introduce zero waste production and consumption methods (‘use and re-use’), encourage high quality 
waste management, and increase recycling efforts (incineration of non-recyclable waste only and phase 
out of landfills). In the current programme, project applications have focused solely on activities in one of 
these areas, and not on creating entire circular economy systems. Priority 4 projects are also of relevance 
for low carbon/green solutions. They have focused on alternative fuels and the development of more effi-
cient transport solutions both in terms of modal shifts and for urban transport. 

National/regional perspectives on green transition and circular economy 

All the national governments of the NSR have launched ambitious targets for reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions as part of their climate strategies/agreements. Greening transport/mobility is another policy 
focus which NSR countries/regions have in common. Thus, sustainable transport linked to smart city and 
maritime transport, e.g. the introduction of new technologies, social innovations in the mobility sector, 
electrification of the transport sector are examples of topics for transnational cooperation. Further, all 
countries/regions have a strategic focus on promoting the transition to a circular economy, which is cross-
cutting in nature and is a part of overall climate strategies, waste management policy, business develop-
ment policy, etc. All stakeholders interviewed are therefore also interested in including circular economy in 
the coming NSR Programme. Especially from the side of Flanders, the Netherlands and Norway the potential 
of promoting circular economy through transnational cooperation in the NSR is highlighted. However, from 
the side of Denmark it is suggested that further investigation may need to be done into whether the support 
of circular economy systems has added value in a transnational context. Stakeholders from the Netherlands 
have the following ideas for the NSR Programme and the potentials for concrete projects: 

 The new programme should provide the opportunity of phasing out current conventional technolo-
gies and implement new technologies that fit into circular economy systems.  

 The pillars Smarter and Greener Europe provide opportunities for nature and agriculture to initiate 
demonstration projects on a transnational level, both in rural areas and urban areas. Examples of 
these are the greening of new residential areas and business parks. The Netherlands will search for 
solutions in combination with other important themes, e.g. water, energy, and to address social 
challenges. In doing so, the keywords in circular economy transition include multiple solutions, 
integral use of space and nature-based solutions. 

 It is also proposed to further develop circular economy (CE)-concepts. Social innovation is an im-
portant factor in these. Further, new CO2 standards can be established through applying new in-
strument such as the “CO2 performance ladder” and the “environmental barometer”.  

 

28 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, Pp.12-13 
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 From the side of the Netherlands it is also suggested to meet the needs of society and validate/im-
plement developed solutions in pilot and demonstration projects of the current programme period. 
Although the NSR Programme is not specifically meant for large upscaling and implementation, 
there is an opportunity to relate this with policy contexts and stimulate these with financial incen-
tives. This would leave more room for creative and experimental initiatives, e.g. joint tendering, 
sustainable procurement policies, and CO2 pricing.  

Due to the involvement of industry and innovation in the green transition and transition to a circular econ-
omy, there are natural synergy opportunities with PO1 on this topic. Further, there are direct links to the 
focus areas of smart specialisation strategies on energy and environmental technology. 

 Recommendation: Continue with eco-system approach to environmental management 
and the work on maritime spatial planning 

Environmental protection and biodiversity are complex and interrelated. The North Sea Region Programme 
should continue to engage in a flexible, innovative way in this field, enabling it to respond to new challenges, 
niche/specific concerns in new ways, which has been a strength of the programme in the past. The pro-
gramme’s focus on an eco-system approach to environmental management remains relevant and a good 
basis to build better integrated actions, and potentially a basis for synergies with other policy initiatives 
and actions.  

Climate change adaptation and resilience has resonance in coastal and low-lying areas subject to flooding 
and extreme weather. Developing, piloting, testing, and transferring territorially adapted solutions e.g. in 
clean renewable energy, flood protection, circular economy, marine environment protection and climate 
change adaptation (deployment of innovation results).29  

The current programme has addressed the development of new methods for the long-term sustainable 
management of the North Sea ecosystems through Priority 3: Sustainable North Sea Region. Activities 
have included: 

 New methods and technologies for tackling environmental problems 
 Mainstreamed successful methods and approaches into public policies and management 
 Promoted long-term strategies, such as supporting integrated maritime spatial planning ap-

proaches, for sustainable management of North Sea landscapes and the North Sea itself 
 Implemented participatory processes winning stakeholder support for environmental measures and 

understanding of ecosystem services 
[Ecosystem services involve the benefits that flow from nature to people. They can be provisioning, 
regulating or cultural services. Current projects are working with methods to adapt food supply 
systems stressed by climate change, nature-based water management and coastal protection, in-
crease of carbon storage in agricultural soils and peat areas and to counteract decreases in polli-
nation.] 

 Flood defence construction techniques targeting especially ‘build with nature’ methods 
 Improving environmental and catchment management to pre-empt flood risk and other negative 

impacts such as drought and increased nutrient leaching 
 Demonstrating new urban planning and infrastructure approaches to improve resilience of cities 

and towns and mobilise stakeholder support for adaptation measures 
 Integrating adaptation perspectives in regional planning and development  

 

29 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, Pp.12-13 
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The VB Achievements Report highlights that projects under priority 3 have been successful in reaching 
citizens, supporting the concept of bringing ‘science to people’.  

National/regional stakeholder perspectives  

Stakeholders generally point to the importance of continuing the transnational cooperation on long-term 
maritime spatial planning in the NSR. The NSR countries/regions have in place climate adaptation strate-
gies. Climate change and adaptation related investments are highlighted as relevant by all stakeholders, 
especially from the side of Germany and the Netherlands it is highlighted as a priority area.  

Green harbours, e.g. with a focus on sustainable transport and logistics and waste management, is another 
topic for transnational cooperation that is highlighted by interviewees. This focus is also in line with na-
tional/regional strategies and plans for greening transport and managing waste, including marine littering 
and plastic in the sea. In addition, it is in line with the EU Circular Economy Action Plan that focuses on 
sectors that use the most resources but where the potential for circularity is high, like plastics.  

Offshore renewable energy is also a topic for cooperation. In Denmark, it has been decided that two energy 
islands will be established before 2030, one in the North Sea and one in the Baltic Sea. They will not only 
produce power, but also in time use technologies which can store or convert green power to green fuels 
(so-called “Power-to-X”). Funds will be allocated to support the development of solutions to capture CO2. 
State funding has also been allocated to establish a Power-to-X large-scale facility. This initiative is co-
financed by the Netherlands. From the side of Denmark an idea for a concrete project (and potentially a 
flagship project) during the programme period is presented: 

 Once the expected planning of the energy island in the North Sea progresses, it is proposed to 
develop a call for proposals for projects to work on transnational aspects of the energy island. 
Parallel processes might be initiated in the context of the BSR Programme and/or the Interreg 
cross-border programme for Øresund-Kattegat. This proposal aligns with North Seas Energy Coop-
eration's joint statement on exploring collaboration and synergies between developers of nearby 
wind farm in terms of planning and grid development. 

Overall, for PO2 the national/regional stakeholders interviewed for the scoping study are interested in 
taking a broad approach that encompasses project proposals within a range of topics that can demonstrate 
clear added value of transnational cooperation.  

 A general remark concerning PO2 involves that it is significant to operationalise the added value 
of transnational cooperation. In many countries there is a range of national funding opportunities, 
which entail that potential applicants do not always consider the opportunities under the NSR 
Programme. A concrete idea in this regard it to make it possible to reduce the requirement for 
co-financing from the 50 percent requirement in place today. 

 Conclusions and attention points for PO2 in the NSR Programme 2021-2027 

PO2: A Greener, low-carbon Europe, is closely linked to the European Green Deal focused on investing in 
energy transition, renewables and the fight against climate change. The scoping study has placed focus on 
indicators of both environment and climate and the status of regions in the NSR and the national/regional 
policy and perspectives on PO2 among national and regional stakeholders. In the following, key conclusions 
and attention points for the development of the NSR Programme are presented.  

National and regional stakeholders prioritise PO2 and call for a broad approach. The Commission 
recommends that the predominant focus of the NSR Programme 2021-2027 is placed on PO2, which is in 
line with the perspectives of national and regional stakeholders. Like the position on PO1, stakeholders are 
generally in favour of a broad approach to PO2, allowing for a broad variety of projects. Pilot and demon-
stration projects are highlighted by stakeholders as a priority for PO2. 
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Greenhouse gas reduction targets as a driver for energy efficiency measures, circular economy, 
renewable energy, smart energy systems and sustainable multimodal urban mobility. One of the 
challenges linked to climate and environment involves population exposure to air pollution, which has been 
mapped as part of the scoping study. The map illustrates that the air quality is better in the north than in 
the south of the North Sea Region. The populations in the south are exposed to a PM2.5 concentration level 
that exceeds WHO’s long-term guideline value, indicating that air pollution may have effects on their health 
and well-being.  

National/regional strategies and policies in the NSR are in place outlining ambitious targets for the reduction 
of greenhouse gas emissions. Most also have in place specific policies/strategies for e.g. sustainable 
transport and circular economy. These are examples of themes that stakeholders highlight as relevant for 
the NSR Programme. Especially circular economy is highlighted by most stakeholders to hold potential for 
transnational cooperation.  

Stakeholders also highlight the relevance of building on experiences and continue efforts in areas such as 
sustainable transport and logistics, and waste management related to harbours and in the sea. An example 
of new developments with potential impact across the NSR is the establishing by the Danish state of an 
energy island in the North Sea during the coming years. Cooperation on Power-to-X technology develop-
ment has been established between the states of Denmark and the Netherlands. There may be potentials 
to implement transnational cooperation projects also in the context of the NSR Programme regarding tech-
nology development and/or maritime spatial planning related to the planned energy island.  

 The broad focus requested by stakeholders and the interlinked nature of the climate challenges 
to be addressed and the possible measures to be taken entail that several specific objectives (in 
this case no. 1, 2, 3, 6 and 8) under PO2 are of relevance for the development of the programme. 
It may be considered whether it is an advantage to include all specific objectives in the pro-
gramme, or whether broad project opportunities are possible to comprise within fewer specific 
objectives.  

 In the development of the programme, the JS and PPG can consider whether specific attention 
should be placed on the establishing of an energy island in the North Sea. This could include 
plans for a separate call for applications to carry out an NSR flagship project focused on technol-
ogy development and/or maritime spatial planning. A potential initiative also opens potential for 
coordination with the BSR Programme.  

Differences in regional strengths on circular economy offers potential for transnational cooper-
ation. Employment in the circular economy has been mapped as part of the scoping study, illustrating an 
overall solid foundation for the region to realise the transition towards a circular economy. Thus, the prev-
alence of employment by so-called circular economy material providers is above the European average in 
the NSR, centred on rural regions in the Nordic part of the region. High employment numbers are also 
found with circular economy technology providers in several regions with urban centres in the NSR. How-
ever, several regions in Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands are below European average in employment 
by circular economy technology providers. Regional differences across the NSR can be perceived to indicate 
learning potentials through exchange of knowledge and practice in transnational projects on the realisation 
of the circular economy.   

 An attention point in the development of the NSR Programme is that projects focused on circular 
economy have been limited in the current programme period. A way in which to approach this in 
the development of the coming programme is to operationalise the concept of circular economy 
further, exemplifying types of initiatives and partnerships it might entail. The transition to a low 
carbon and circular economy has clear links to PO1, innovation and technology development, and 
notably the strategic focus area shared by most regions on environmental and energy technology. 
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Climate change challenges call for continued transnational cooperation on climate adaptation 
and integrated water management. Seasonal extremes in precipitation and weather patterns are in-
creasing substantially in the NSR. As such, they are stressing hydrological systems and the aquatic envi-
ronment in the programme area. As part of the scoping study we have mapped implications of climate 
change in the NSR. The adaptive capacity of regions to climate change across the NSR is generally at 
medium or above medium level as compared to the European average. However, several regions in the 
NSR are also assessed to have high adaptive capacity. The aggregate potential impact and the potential 
vulnerability to climate change is found to be most severe in coastal regions, especially the Netherlands, 
of the NSR and in mountainous areas of Norway. This calls for a continued focus on transnational cooper-
ation on climate change adaptation and integrated water management, with the aim of improving resilience, 
safe guarding quality and quantity of water resources as well as eco-systems and biodiversity connected 
to the aquatic environment. This is a focus which is backed by national/regional policy. This also aligns with 
the North Sea Commission’s North Sea Region Strategy 2030 (see Annex’s chapter 2), in particular with 
its Energy and Climate Change Working Group’s endorsed Paper on Climate Change Adaptation and the 
North Sea Commission30. There may also be synergies and learning potentials between the development 
of climate adaptation solutions in coastal and mountainous areas.  

 There is a long track record for transnational cooperation on climate change adaptation and water 
management in the NSR, which should be followed up and continued. The same is highlighted 
for transnational cooperation on ecosystem services. This entails that the inclusion of specific 
objectives 4, 5 and 7 are also of relevance for the NSR Programme 2021-2027. 

 

3.3 Policy Objective 3: A more connected Europe 
PO3: A more connected Europe will support strategic transport and digital networks. Specific objectives 
include: 

1. Enhancing digital connectivity 
2. Developing a sustainable, climate resilient, intelligent, secure and intermodal TEN-T 
3. Developing and enhancing a sustainable, climate resilient, intelligent and intermodal national, re-

gional and local mobility, including improved access to TEN-T and cross-border mobility 

The Commission does not recommend PO3 as a thematic focus for the future NSR Programme. Transport 
interventions are mainly addressed through TEN-T investments and national transport policies, it is pro-
posed that transport investments should target the CEF and EIB instruments. A North Sea Programme will 
not have the resources to make substantial impacts on key transport development concerns.31 

According to the VB Achievements Report, projects in priority 4 have not contributed to the development 
of transport infrastructure as such, but rather have focused on alternative fuels and the development of 
more efficient transport solutions both in terms of modal shifts but also for urban transport. The thematic 
areas covered by projects in priority 4 would fit well under either PO1 or PO2 in an upcoming programme. 
This has been the point of departure for the initial data collection of the scoping study. In August 2020 
additional work was done to incorporate national/regional stakeholder perspectives on including PO3 in the 
NSR Programme. 

 

 

30 CPMR-North Sea Commission, Energy and Climate Change Working Group, Paper on Climate Change Adaptation and the North Sea 
Commission (prepared jointly by 8 current NSR Programme projects), 20/03/2020 
31 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, P.13 
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 Setting the scene for PO3 in the NSR 

This section provides inputs on two aspects related to transport in the NSR. The first is on the rail connection 
of port and airport included in the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) corridors; the second is on 
public transport in cities within the NSR. These two indicators mostly provide relevant background infor-
mation for the specific objectives developing a sustainable, climate resilient, intelligent, secure and inter-
modal TEN-T; and, developing and enhancing a sustainable, climate resilient, intelligent and intermodal 
national, regional and local mobility, including improved access to TEN-T and cross-border mobility. 

Core transport infrastructure connection to rail 

The implementation of the objectives and standards set in the guidelines for the development of the Trans-
European Transport Network (TEN-T) is a key for a more sustainable, seamless and smarter European 
transport network. The TEN-T policy paves the way for the future of the transport system, notably through 
facilities that stimulate low-emission solutions, new-generation service concepts and other fields of tech-
nological innovation. 

The compliance of the connection of maritime ports to rail in Europe reached 89% per 2017 data.32 That 
percentage is very similar with the one of the North Sea Region. Indeed, 20 out of 22 (or 91%) of maritime 
ports in the NSR are connected to rail, such as Oostende in Belgium and Aarhus in Denmark. The two 
maritime ports in the NSR that are not connected to rail are Bergen Op Zoom in the Netherlands and 
Copenhagen in Denmark (note that no data is available for the maritime port of Oslo).33 The compliance of 
the connection of core airports to rail in Europe is lower than for maritime ports, i.e. 67% per 2017 data. 
5 out of the 9 core airports in the NSR are connected to rail, corresponding to 56% of the core airports, 
which is lower than the EU-average. The four core airports in the NSR that are not connected to rail are 
Rotterdam Zestienhoven (the Netherlands), Bremen (Germany) and Malmö and Gothenburg-Landvetter 
(Sweden).  

 

32 COM(2020)433, Progress report on implementation of the TEN-T network in 2016-2017, 28 August 2020 
33 The data does not state anything about the quality of such rail connection, which could be improved such as the last mile connection 
of a port. 
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Typology of urban transport 

The map shows the access to the public transport in cities34 and visualises the share of population with 
access to (very) high service level of public transport in the North Sea Region.35 On average, access levels 
are higher in larger cities and more densely populated cities, due to (1) larger number of stops, (2) clus-
tering population closer to stops and (3) denser street network. In the NSR, the highest access to public 
transport is observed in the capital cities (e.g., Copenhagen, Oslo, Amsterdam), and in Copenhagen nearly 
90% of the population (89,0%) have a (very) high access to public transport. Other cities functioning as 
regional centres (e.g., Malmö, Hannover, Hamburg, Antwerpen) also have a relatively high access to public 
transport.  

On the other hand, the low share of population having access to (very) high service level of public transport 
is observed in small and medium-sized cities, due to the characteristics of their urban fabric and the ab-
sence of intra-municipal rail network, among others.36 For those with less than 10% of the population a 
(very) high access to public transport, most of them are Dutch cities with less than 10 000 inhabitants. The 
share of population with access to at least high public transport service level in Odense, a Danish city with 
a population of nearly 190 000, is also below 10% (8,3%).  

 

34 Definition of a city in European Commission, Regional Focus, Cities in Europe: The new OECD-EC Definition, 2012  
35 High access: people can easily walk to a bus or tram stop with more than 10 departures an hour or people can easily walk to a metro 
or train station with more than 10 departures an hour (but not both). Very high access: people can easily walk to a bus or tram stop 
with more than 10 departures an hour AND a metro or train station with more than 10 departures an hour. 
36 European Commission, Regional Working Paper, Measuring access to public transport in European cities, 2015 
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National/regional stakeholder perspectives 

Most national/regional stakeholders agree with the recommendation of the Commission that the topic of 
sustainable transport/mobility fit well under PO1 and/or PO2 (BE, DK, NL, NO and SE). From the side of 
Germany, it is however a strong priority to include PO3 in the NSR programme 2021-2027. In Norway, 
there is an openness to including PO3 in the Programme, but there is concern that this can conflict with 
the Norwegian ambition to maintain focus on a limited number of policy objectives. Therefore, Norwegian 
stakeholders have also suggested that sustainable transport is incorporated under PO1/PO2. Similarly, from 
the side of Flanders, it is stressed that in case the specific objective on promoting sustainable multimodal 
urban mobility is moved from PO2 to PO3 (which there is some uncertainty of at the time of writing), they 
will also be in favour of including PO3 in the NSR Programme.  

The policy and strategy documents highlighted by national/regional stakeholders to be of relevance for PO3 
are largely the same as those introduced under PO1 and PO2, e.g. sustainable transport/mobility is included 
in several smart specialisation strategies. Stakeholders underline the relevance of focusing on greening 
transport and the reduction of CO2 emissions.  

From the side of Sweden, the STRING 2030 Strategy is highlighted as relevant to consider in the develop-
ment of the NSR Programme 2021-2027. The strategy provides an example of transnational cooperation 
in the NSR to ensure sustainable transport connectivity and the development of the green-tech sector 
(which also link to the dominant focus on environmental and energy technologies in smart specialisation 
strategies). 
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Stakeholders from Germany have identified the following thematic challenges for the NSR Programme: 

 Development of climate-friendly logistics, especially in the area of ports and port-hinterland con-
nectivity, but also in industrial parks and large shopping centres, including promoting the use of 
inland/urban waterways and better linkage with rail transport to reduce freight transport on road 
and increasing the efficiency of freight transport on road through intelligent route planning and 
fuel-efficient driving. 

 Solutions for a sustainable connection of peripheral areas. 
 Exchange of experience on socially just and environmentally friendly mobility in metropolitan re-

gions, considering its connections to other rural and urban areas.  
 Actions for sustainable multimodal urban mobility, application of advanced technologies and digit-

isation, development of behaviour-related innovations, such as shared mobility and co-creation  
 Governance of emission-free and climate-neutral drive systems. 
 Transfer of knowledge on a strategy-based (sustainable urban mobility plan, SUMP) socially just 

and ecological transport transformation in cities including strategies and applications of autono-
mous systems. 

 The increasing volume of e-commerce deliveries, also as a result of the Covid-19 crisis, requires 
extended sustainable urban logistics concepts, including promotion of automated freight vehicles 
/e-mobility/cargo bikes for the last mile. 

 Rethinking urban design and land use planning in order to promote space efficient transport, espe-
cially in dense neighbourhoods. 

 Enhancing the cooperation and communication between key players (urban planners, architects, 
land-use planners, politicians, citizens) at the different planning levels to improve sustainable 
modes of transport and traffic infrastructure and cross-border public transport and to improve the 
safety of pedestrians, bikers and e-bikers along heavy transport routes and main crossroads. 

 Improving the conditions for e-mobility users. 

Enhancing digital connectivity/ICT infrastructure is one of the specific objectives under PO3. Germany high-
lights that, especially in remote and rural places, there is a need to support the digitisation of services, e.g. 
the digitalisation of mobility services, and the ability to access them, validating the prioritisation of access 
to ICT infrastructure in the Programme. The German stakeholders prefer the Programme to continue to 
help in finding solutions which can be taken up in infrastructure plans. Most of the national/regional stake-
holders highlight that there is not enough funding to prioritise the development of ICT infrastructure under 
the NSR Programme. There is however an interest in giving priority to projects that develop digital services 
in general, including in the area of sustainable transport. This can be incorporated as part of PO1 and PO2 
(BE, DK, NO, SE).  

STRING 2030 Strategy (STRING network, 2019) 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

STRING (which began as an NSR Programme-funded project) is cross-border initiative that stretches 
from the Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg and Schleswig-Holstein in Germany, Region Zealand, 
the Capital Region and City of Copenhagen in Demark, Region Skåne, Region Halland, Västra Gö-
talandsregionen and City of Malmö in Sweden, City of Oslo, and the Viken County in Norway. 
STRING’s focus is to develop the entire corridor from Hamburg to the Øresund area and sets and 
promotes a mutual political agenda on infrastructure and green development. 
 
The STRING 2030 Strategy sets out two strategic priorities, which are to be translated into concrete 
actions and initiatives by STRING in cooperation with its cities and regions, they are: 

1. Clean, Green Economy: To become a globally acknowledged Green Investment Hub 
2. Transport and infrastructure connectivity: To assure high-quality sustainable transport con-

nectivity from Hamburg to Oslo 
 
Initiatives include: 
- The construction of the Fixed Link across the Fehmarn Belt  
- An improved and sustainable railway connection between Gothenburg and Oslo 
- Fixed links across the Öresund 
- Removal of bottlenecks 
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Access to TEN-T and sustainable cross-border/transnational mobility is a priority for several stakeholders 
(mainly DE, NL, NO, SE). From the side of Germany, it is highlighted that prioritising access to TEN-T under 
the NSR Programme should concern preparations of future investments in infrastructure and not direct 
investment in infrastructure. Other stakeholders highlight that other national and EU programmes are in 
place to fund the development of physical infrastructure. The current NSR Programme has supported pro-
jects to promote urban mobility, the last mile to reach public transport, as well as smart transport options 
such as shared electric vehicles for rural areas. These are areas that can be further developed in the coming 
programme period. Most national/regional stakeholders, except for Germany, are interested in the inclusion 
of this type of projects under PO1 and PO2 instead of linking them to the specific objective of TEN-T/PO3.  

 Conclusions and attention points for PO3 in the NSR Programme 2021-2027 

PO3: A more connected Europe will support strategic transport and digital networks. In order to provide 
context for PO3 in the NSR, two indicators have been mapped. The first is on the rail connection of port 
and airport included in the TEN Transport corridors, and the second on public transport in cities within the 
NSR. In the following, the key conclusions and attention points for the development of the NSR Programme 
are presented, including the national/regional stakeholder perspectives on PO3. 

The connection to rail is lower for core airports than for maritime ports in the NSR. Most (91%) 
of maritime ports in the North Sea Region are connected to rail. The compliance of the connection of core 
airports to rail is lower corresponding to 56% of the core airports, which is below the EU-average.   

Across the NSR, there is a divide between access to public transport in capital cities and smaller 
urban centres. Highest access to public transport is observed in the capital cities. Other cities functioning 
as regional centres also have a relatively high access to public transport. In smaller urban centres, a low 
share of the population has access to a high service level of public transport.  

National/regional stakeholders generally prioritise including the topic of sustainable 
transport/mobility in the NSR Programme, but as part of PO1 and PO2. Only from the side of 
Germany, it is a priority to include PO3 as a separate policy objective in the programme. There is a wish 
to continue efforts such as the development of alternative fuels and more efficient transport solutions in 
terms of modal shifts and for urban transport. At the time of writing, there is some uncertainty whether 
the specific objective ‘Promoting sustainable multimodal urban mobility’ will be removed as an option under 
PO2. This will be an attention point in the development of the NSR Programme 2021-2027. In case it is 
changed and becomes possible to support only under PO3, more national/regional stakeholders will be in 
favour of including it as a separate policy objective in the NSR Programme. 

 If the regulation/guidance from the Commission does not change, there is potential to support 
projects related to sustainable transport/mobility under PO1 and PO2. Since this is a topic prior-
itised by most stakeholders it will be relevant to point towards challenges to be addressed and 
the opportunities to develop projects under PO1/PO2. The link to several smart specialisation 
strategies in the NSR can be highlighted in this regard.  

In general, national/regional stakeholders state that investments in transport and ICT infra-
structure is outside the scope of the NSR Programme. This is better supported with national funds 
and through other European programmes. This view aligns with the North Sea Commission’s North Sea 
Region Strategy 2030. It states that, overall, the NSR is well embedded in the TEN-T network and many 
sea ports, air ports and urban nodes are included in the core layer and corridors. However, not all parts of 
the NSR, especially peripheral areas in the Northern and Western part of the region, are sufficiently inte-
grated in the TEN-T network. To be competitive, the North Sea Commission’s North Sea Region Strategy 
2030 holds that the NSR needs to be well connected to the TEN-T and capable of benefiting from the 
Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) funding instrument. 
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3.4 Policy Objective 4: A more social Europe 
PO4: a more social Europe involves delivering on the European Pillar of Social Rights and supporting quality 
employment, education, skills, social inclusion and equal access to healthcare. Specific objectives include: 

1. Enhancing the effectiveness of labour markets and access to quality employment through develop-
ing social innovation and infrastructure 

2. Improving equal access to inclusive and quality services in education, training and lifelong learning 
through developing accessible infrastructure, including by fostering resilience for distance and on-
line education and training 

3. Increasing the socio-economic integration of marginalised communities, migrants and disadvan-
taged groups, through integrated measures including housing and social services 

4. Ensuring equal access to health care and fostering resilience of health systems, including primary 
care and promoting the transition from institutional to family- and community-based care 

5. Enhancing the role of culture and tourism in economic development, social inclusion and social 
innovation37 

The Commission does not recommend PO3 as a thematic focus for the future NSR Programme. Challenges 
in relation to population dynamics and social issues are best tackled by ESF+ funding, within the national 
and regional programmes under PO4.38 

PO4 has not been in focus as part of the initial data collection. It will be included in the final version of the 
scoping study. In August 2020, additional work was done to incorporate national/regional stakeholder per-
spectives on including PO4 in the NSR Programme. 

 Setting the scene for PO4 in the NSR 

This section provides inputs on two aspects related to social indicators in the NSR. The first shows popula-
tion at risk of poverty or social exclusion at NUTS 2 level across the North Sea Region. The second indicates 
the share of population with tertiary education degree. These two indicators mostly provide relevant back-
ground information for the specific objectives increasing the socio-economic integration of marginalised 
communities, migrants and disadvantaged groups, through integrated measures including housing and 
social services and improving access to inclusive and quality services in education, training and lifelong 
learning through developing infrastructure. 

At risk of poverty or social exclusion 

The map shows the people who are at risk of poverty or social exclusion at NUTS 2 level. In the North Sea 
Region, it can be observed that Norway, Belgium, Denmark and Netherlands have relatively low share of 
people at risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE). Whereas Sweden and Germany have high AROPE 
rates, which can be partly explained by the on-going integration process of migrants from outside Europe.  

The Europe 2020 strategy promotes social inclusion, and the EU average AROPE rate in 2018 is 21,6. With 
this regard, the North Sea Region is performing better than the EU on average. The majority of the NUTS 
2 regions have the share of persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion below 21,6. Exceptions can be 
found in Bremen (28,5%), Sydsverige (25,4%), Mellersta Norrland (23,6%), Groningen (22,0%). The best 
performers are Sjælland (12,3%) in Denmark, Zeeland (13,6%) in the Netherlands and Sør-Østlandet 

 

37 Measures aimed at tackling the socio-economic fallout of the Covid-19 outbreak, have recently been introduced in the legislative 
package. The Council’s position endorses the role of culture and tourism in economic development, social inclusion and social innovation 
(under policy objective 4). General Secretariat of the Council - ERDF and Cohesion Fund Regulation (amended proposal) - partial man-
date for negotiations with the European Parliament, 17 July 2020, https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9430-2020-
INIT/en/pdf. 
38 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, P.14 
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(13,8%) in Norway. It is worth noting that the data for Germany and Belgium are estimations from previous 
years. 

 

Tertiary education 

High levels of tertiary education among a population is a driver of economic competitiveness in a 
knowledge-based economy. Tertiary education corresponds to International Standard Classification of Ed-
ucation (ISCED) 2011 levels 5-8, which represent bachelor or equivalent and all higher attainment levels.  

The map shows the percentage of individuals aged 25-64 with tertiary education as the highest attainment 
level in the regions of the North Sea Region in 2019. 36,5% of the population aged 25-64 in the NSR has 
attained tertiary education in 2019, which is higher than the EU-27-average of 31,6%. The two darkest 
orange tones show regions above the NSR regional average, whereas the three lighter yellow tones show 
regions below the NSR regional average.  

The highest shares of working age population with tertiary education were found in predominantly urban 
regions such as the region of Oslo in Norway and Copenhagen in Denmark. The former has the highest 
share with 53,8% of the working aged population having a tertiary education. The lowest shares are found 
in three German regions, namely Schleswig-Holstein, Lüneburg and Weser-Ems. They each have shares 
below 26,5%. 
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National/regional stakeholder perspectives 

Most national/regional stakeholders do not find added value in including PO4 in the NSR Programme (BE, 
DK, NL, NO, SE). Overall, the topics to be covered under PO4 are addressed through national and European 
programmes, not least through the ESF programmes. Stakeholders refer to some of the specific objectives 
as being of relevance for cross-border cooperation programmes, but less for transnational cooperation. 
Further, elements from the specific objectives are highlighted as being of relevance as part of other POs. 
These are summarised in the following: 

 “Softer” sectors that focus on people’s social well-being, e.g. care, general well-being, life-long 
learning, should be incorporated under PO1 where focus should remain on the innovative, more 
structural/longer term character of measures taken. Flanders advocates an integrated approach 
of innovation in which societal considerations are also considered for PO1 and PO2 projects (BE). 

 Development of services and tools for innovation for the issues under PO4 can also be covered 
by PO1 and possibly by PO2 (NO).  

 Issues involving the improvement of equal access to inclusive and quality services can be of 
relevance as part of PO5, in case this PO is included in the Programme (DK).  

 Enhancing the role of culture and tourism is also seen to have potential for transnational coop-
eration in the NSR, as part of PO1 or PO5 (DK, NL). 

 
The German Committee highlights the need to consider culture and tourism and the resilience of health 
service (e.g. improving medical value and waste chains and the (working) situation of (medical) personnel 
dealing with pandemics) to help overcome the impacts of the current pandemic and to be better prepared 
for the future. They also see the necessity to improve the situation for people, migrating to the North Sea 
region, e.g. establishing and networking of counselling services aimed at that target group. The German 
Committee wish to discuss whether this validates including PO4 in the Programme or, alternatively, whether 
these issues can be incorporated under other POs.  
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 Conclusions and attention points for PO4 in the NSR Programme 2021-2027 

PO4: a more social Europe involves delivering on the European Pillar of Social Rights and supporting quality 
employment, education, skills, social inclusion and equal access to healthcare. In order to provide context 
for PO4 in the NSR, the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion and the share of population with 
tertiary education degree have been mapped. In the following, the key conclusions and attention points for 
the development of the NSR Programme are presented, including the national/regional stakeholder per-
spectives on PO4. 

The share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion is lower in the NSR compared to the 
EU average. However, some regions in Germany and Sweden have higher shares of people at risk, which 
is partly explained by the ongoing integration process of migrants from outside Europe.  

The percentage of individuals aged 25-64 with tertiary education as the highest attainment level 
is higher than the EU-27-average. The highest shares of working age population with tertiary education 
were found in predominantly urban regions.  

National/regional stakeholders do not prioritise the inclusion of PO4 in the NSR Programme. 
The topics incorporated under PO4 are prioritised as part of national/regional policy and addressed through 
domestic programmes and EU programmes such as the ESF+. Stakeholders also point towards the rele-
vance of potentially including PO4 in cross-border Interreg Programmes. However, they do not find added 
value for prioritising PO4 as part of the NSR Programme. 

 In the development of the NSR Programme, the PPG and JS can consider the suggested incorpo-
ration of PO4 specific objectives under PO1 and PO2 (and possibly PO5), e.g. the proposal to 
elaborate on social aspects of the concept of innovation and the inclusion of culture and tourism. 

 

3.5 Policy Objective 5: A Europe closer to citizens 
PO5: A Europe closer to citizens, is focused on fostering the sustainable and integrated development of 
urban, rural and coastal areas and local initiatives. Specific objectives include: 

1. Fostering the integrated social, economic and environmental development, cultural heritage and 
security in urban areas 

2. Fostering the integrated social, economic and environmental local development, cultural heritage 
and security, including for rural and coastal areas also through community-led local development 

 Recommendation: Consider how PO5 might be implemented in the NSR 

While it has been suggested that PO5 is addressed primarily within the context of cross-border cooperation 
programmes, the Commission recommends that it should be considered how PO5 might be implemented 
in the NSR, particularly through projects that share learning and promote exchange in relation to urban, 
sparsely populated areas or islands cooperation. This can involve supporting knowledge sharing and ex-
change from innovative approaches to planning, sustainable urban development and local-led development 
and develop these initiatives at a transnational scale, as well as pollution reduction and information ex-
change for authorities and citizens.39 

Unlike PO1-4, PO5 is not a sectoral policy objective under which a transnational programme can finance 
projects. Instead, under PO5 the programme can fund territories, by way of inviting stakeholders in the 
programme area to develop and implement territorial strategies. These are local and regional territorial 

 

39 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, P.14 
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strategies – and should involve a participatory, bottom-up and multi-sectoral approach (for instance on 
themes like tourism, culture). Tools like Integrated Territorial Investments (ITI) and Community-led Local 
Development (CLLD) could be used. 

During the work on the scoping study, after the interviews with national/regional stakeholders were com-
pleted, the European Commission (in cooperation with Interact) has provided guidance on PO5. The Com-
mission has clarified that PO5 projects should build upon existing territorial and local development strate-
gies that have been developed for specific smaller areas within a transnational programme’s cooperation 
geography. 

There is no equivalent to PO5 in the current programme. The JS, however, notes in the VB Achievements 
Report that some of the currently funded projects deal with citizen involvement and/or exchange of 
knowledge in urban areas and between urban and rural areas, with examples of pilots and demonstrations 
also in island communities. Below, an overview of the location of project partners in the current programme 
period is inserted. 

 

Project partners in the programming period 2014-2020 are located in the vast majority of regions forming 
the 2021-2027 programme area. 750 out of 972 were located within the 2021-2027 programme area 
(green dots on the map). The region with the greatest number of project partners is the predominantly 
urban region of Gent with 34 project partners in total. It is followed by the intermediate and predominantly 
urban regions of Västra Götaland (32), Hamburg (30), Østjylland (28) and Overig Groningen (27). These 
regions present a variety of partners such as local and regional authorities, higher education and research 
centres and business support organisations. Almost all regions have at least one project partner. The ex-
ception are a few regions, mostly located in the German, Dutch and Belgium parts of the NSR (e.g. Cux-
haven in Germany, Flevoland in the Netherlands and Veurne in Belgium).  



Scoping Study INTERREG NSR 2021-2027 North Sea Region Programme 

                        Page 51 of 54 

212 out of 962 project partners are located outside the 2021-2027 programme area. More than 2/3 are 
located in regions that belonged to the 2014-2020 programme area of the NSR, i.e. parts of the UK and 
northern Norway, whereas the remaining third were located in other parts of the countries included in the 
NSR (e.g. Berlin, Brussels and Stockholm). 

National/regional stakeholder perspectives 

Most national/regional stakeholders welcome a participatory approach that involves citizens, with Belgium 
pointing to the involvement of SMEs as well. Stakeholders from Norway, however, do not find there is 
added value in citizen-led projects, as they run the risk of being ineffective both regarding time and efficient 
spending of project funding. As for suitable tools, the Netherlands refer to the CLLD as possibly being of 
added value (as citizens’ initiatives may have an important contribution to different transitions, e.g. energy, 
raw materials, agriculture and for people taking responsibility for their own region, already in place in rural 
areas, on small scale initiatives), whereas the use of the ITI tool is not considered to be a useful tool from 
the side of Denmark. Potential themes for PO5 cooperation mentioned by stakeholders range from tourism 
(DE and DK) to cultural heritage (DE) and spatial planning (including transport issues) in rural-urban soci-
eties and water and waste management in coastal societies (SE). Overall, most national/ regional stake-
holders propose PO5 to be incorporated in PO1 and PO2 in an upcoming programme, and, for example 
Germany proposes that PO5 can act as an umbrella for the other POs.     

 Conclusions and attention points for PO5 in the NSR programme 2021-2027 

The data collection for the scoping study has been impacted by the somewhat unclearly defined guidelines 
for PO5 in transnational cooperation. This is also reflected in the stakeholder perspectives gathered on the 
potentials of PO5. Most stakeholders, however, are interested in a focus on more citizen involvement in 
NSR projects, which can be an attention point in the development of the NSR programme 2021-2027, 
whether under PO5 or as an element incorporated under other POs. 

According to the most recent guidance by the Commission, PO5 aims to give greater prominence 
to territorial strategies, aside from emphasising action by local players. Based on this guidance by 
the European Commission (in cooperation with Interact), the starting point for the NSR is to define relevant 
functional area(s) which through PO5 would be able to implement their territorial strategies in an integrated 
way. Potential functional areas for the NSR could be: 

 the NSR sea basin, where issues like integrated coastal zone management, maritime spatial plan-
ning or ‘maritime parks’ could be implemented in an integrated way under PO5. It is worthwhile 
noting that sea basin governance is a complex multi-level system, comprising EU, national and 
regional dynamics (the OSPAR Convention, the regional sea convention that covers the North Sea; 
Regional Advisory Councils, stakeholder forums in the fisheries sector; North Seas Energy Cooper-
ation) 

 the Wadden Sea, with its UNESCO World Heritage Site status and Trilateral Wadden Sea Coopera-
tion governance 

 the North Sea Region as a European macro-region, in case market failure(s) are present and es-
tablishing a macro-regional strategy would be a means to tackle such failure(s). It is worthwhile 
noting that this would encompass several regions and several countries and those networks and 
partnerships which facilitate cooperation in the context of the North Sea, like the Nordic Council of 
Ministers, EU programmes (e.g., Interreg or Leader), KIMO (Kommunenes Internasjonale Miljøor-
ganisasjon, also known as Local Authorities International Environmental Organization), policy com-
munities with a more integrated role in the European Commission decision-making process (such 
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as the Committee of the Regions (CoR)), the Conference for Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR), 
the North Sea Commission (NSC), and the North Sea Regional Advisory Council for Fisheries40  

From a technical point of view, if the NSR programme would like to work with PO5 and functional areas, it 
is necessary to describe and support, with evidence, the areas that form the functional area. If the func-
tional areas to be supported under PO5 have not yet been identified, it is sufficient to state in the Opera-
tional Programme that these will identified at a later stage. 

 

3.6 Interreg Specific Objective 1: Better Interreg governance 
Under ISO1: A better Interreg governance, actions include: 

1. Under component 1 and 2B Interreg programmes 
a. enhance the institutional capacity of public authorities, in particular those mandated to 

manage a specific territory, and of stakeholders; 
b. enhance efficient public administration by promoting legal and administrative cooperation 

and cooperation between citizens and institutions, in particular, with a view to resolving 
legal and other obstacles in border regions; 

2. Under component 1, 2 and 3 Interreg programmes: enhance institutional capacity of public author-
ities and stakeholders to implement macro-regional strategies and sea-basin strategies 

3. Under external cross-border and component 2 and 3 Interreg programmes supported by the Inter-
reg funds, in addition to points (a) and (b): building up mutual trust, in particular by encouraging 
people-to-people actions, by enhancing sustainable democracy and by supporting civil society ac-
tors and their role in reforming processes and democratic transitions 

 Recommendation: Develop synergies and coordination with other transnational 
programmes 

The Commission underlines that developing synergies and better coordination between programmes (e.g. 
mainstream EU, national and cross-border cooperation) in the region should be addressed. The NSR incor-
porates Member States that are involved in the Baltic Sea Macro-Regional Strategy, notably Denmark and 
Sweden (+Norway). There are several common thematic links between the NSR Programme and this strat-
egy. However, these are coincidental rather than planned interactions. Looking to the future there could 
be some value in monitoring developments, with a view to linking relevant projects into wider networks.41 

During the work on the scoping study, after the interviews with national/regional stakeholders were com-
pleted, the Commission (in cooperation with Interact) has provided guidance on the two Interreg Specific 
Objectives. The one known as ‘Better Interreg governance’ is now referred to as ISO1 ‘Better cooperation 
governance’. Under ISO1 a European Territorial Cooperation programme can fund governance related ac-
tivities, ranging from ones that are more tailored to cross-border programmes to more specific transna-
tional ISO1 actions.  

Specific transnational actions are related to supporting the governance (in implementation) of macro re-
gional strategies, sea basin strategies and/or other territorial strategies. The support targets key imple-
menters (of the strategies’ programme bodies) and assists them in coordinating their strategies with EU 
programmes and raising awareness about the strategies amongst stakeholders (enhancing their capacity). 
Cooperation amongst European Territorial Cooperation programmes can also be targeted, as long as this 

 

40 Mike Danson, The rationale of MRS,  market failures and institutional misalignment: the case of North Sea Region. In Interact Study, 
Making the most of macro-regions: Trends. Analysis. Recommendations, December 2017 
41 European Commission’s Orientation Paper: Transnational Cooperation Programme North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027, January 
2020, P.15 
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involves capitalisation amongst beneficiaries and projects of the programmes (as the Technical Assistance 
budget of programmes targets the same aim, but then for authorities of the programme). All in all, actions 
in ISO1 should facilitate the taking into account of local needs in the regions in the programme. 

There is no equivalent to ISO1 in the current NSR Programme. The JS, however, notes in the VB Achieve-
ments Report that the programme would benefit from working more closely with other programmes as a 
tool for more efficient programme management. In terms of synergies between projects, the JS highlights 
that, while the projects generally do a good job engaging with policymakers, there appears to be scope for 
stronger alignment and synergies between projects and a wide range of European policies. 

National/regional stakeholder perspectives 

Stakeholders generally find there are overlaps with and connections between the different Interreg pro-
grammes, i.e. cross-border programmes (generally in Belgium and the Netherlands, Öresund-Kattegat-
Skagerrak and Sweden-Norway) and transnational programmes (NWE, BSR, Central Europe). Stakeholders 
have proposed the following synergy opportunities: 

 In Flanders, plans are underway, when relevant, to encourage projects developed in a cross-border 
programme to have the objective to subsequently scale up to further develop the results under a 
transnational programme. This can also work in the opposite direction, starting with an NSR project 
that is subsequently developed as part of a cross-border programme. From the side of Germany, 
there is also interest in finding approaches to support scaling up cross-border projects to transna-
tional projects, and vice versa. 

 The secretariats of the transnational programmes have already strengthened cooperation and ex-
change of knowledge in the current programme period. From the Denmark this cooperation is 
highlighted as important for ensuring continued synergy opportunities with other programmes.  

 From the side of Germany, it is suggested that approaches to promote synergies between pro-
grammes can be developed for project consortia in different programmes/geographies to develop 
common methodologies for projects. It might also involve using the methodology or results of 
projects implemented under other programmes in the NSR. A concrete idea for the development 
of parallel/common projects of programmes involve the plans of the Danish state of establishing 
an energy island in both the NSR and BSR, which have implications for maritime spatial planning 
and potentials for technology development across the regions.  

 In order to promote synergies and/or to make the NSR Programme more attractive to applicants, 
aligning the co-financing requirements of programmes has also been suggested (DK, NO).  

 A deepening of the knowledge between projects in transnational and cross-border programmes via 
joint events of programmes (including LIFE) has been suggested by stakeholders in the Nether-
lands. 

 In Norway, the government through sub-committees aims to reduce the number of projects that 
focus on the same issue across programmes, i.e. efforts are made not to fund the same types of 
projects twice.  

 From the side of Sweden, the current national coordination on selection of projects, methods, eval-
uation and the future of the programmes is highlighted as an important approach to ensuring 
synergies. 

 Conclusions and attention points for ISO1 in the NSR Programme 2021-2027 

Overall, although the points that have been highlighted by national/regional stakeholders for better Inter-
reg governance differ somewhat, they imply a role for coordination between the secretariats of Interreg 
programmes and nationally between contact points of Interreg programmes in individual countries. Such 
coordination is in place already today. However, exploring whether further initiatives are required or 
whether existing initiatives to ensure synergy should be further elaborated in the development of the NSR 
Programme can be relevant to consider.  
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According to most recent guidance by the Commission on ISO1, the governance targeted under 
ISO1 should go beyond cooperation between authorities of Interreg programmes, as such ac-
tivities are covered by programmes’ Technical Assistance budgets. Based on Commission’s advice 
into how this might be operationalised, activities in ISO1 could focus on: 

 Developing and/or managing a macro regional strategy, sea basin strategies and/or other territorial 
strategies (e.g. the North Sea Commission’s North Sea Region Strategy 2030); examples of re-
spective relevant functional areas are mentioned under PO5. 

 Supporting the governance-relation between the NSR Programme 2021-2027 and the adjacent 
macro-regional area, i.e. with the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR). 

 Cooperation with other European Territorial Cooperation programmes, like the BSR Programme, 
with the aim of capitalisation amongst beneficiaries and projects of the programmes. The afore-
mentioned topic of offshore renewable energy and the planned establishing of two energy islands, 
one in the North Sea and one in the Baltic Sea, could lend itself for this purpose.  
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1 Introduction 
This annex to the scoping study for the preparation of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2021-
2027 comprises background material for the report.  

The scoping study has a two-fold focus, centred on the following:  

 Analysis of EU, national and regional policies and strategies 
 Collection and synthesis of regional socio-economic and territorial development statistics/data 

(additional to what is available to the Joint Secretariat, JS) 

The scoping study has been carried out using a combination of desk research, qualitative interviews and 
quantitative (geographic information system, GIS) mapping. The research has been conducted in close 
dialogue with the JS. The research has been carried out in stages, starting with desk research on the EU’s 
strategic policy framework, the Commission’s Orientation Paper which has provided recommendations for 
the coming programme period and the JS VB Achievements Report, which highlights outcome and learning 
points from the current programme period. This fed into the interview guide for the national/regional policy 
and strategy analysis. Each national PPG member and a second stakeholder (appointed by the PPG 
member) were interviewed for each of the NSR countries.  

This annex includes a review of the EU’s strategic policy framework, which provides context for the 
development of the NSR Programme 2021-2027. Next, it presents the national/regional studies that have 
formed the basis for the cross-cutting policy and strategy analysis. Finally, the annex includes all the maps 
of the final report in a larger format and accompanied by a metadata table. The latter provide information 
on the data source as well as comments on the methodology used to process the input data in instances 
when the datasets have been heavily processed in order to help the reader understanding the indicator 
used on the maps. 
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2 EU’s strategic policy framework 
The following review provides an overview of the EU’s strategic policy framework, which includes sections 
on the regulatory framework, relevant European policy areas and the new Partnership Agreements 
(including reference to Country-specific recommendations and Country Reports). It summarises key 
developments and highlights key issues for the development of the new NSR Programme. 

 

2.1 Regulatory framework for Cohesion policy (2021-2027) 
 
The European Commission has proposed a draft legislative package for cohesion policy in the 2021-2027 
period, including specific provisions for the European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) goal (Interreg). 
 

The Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) aims to reduce administrative burden (less verification, 
simplified costs, etc.), to provide an increased flexibility to adjust programme objectives and to develop 
an aligned intervention logic and increased effectiveness.  
 

The draft ETC Regulation supplements the CPR Regulation. It has a focus on implementation issues by 
defining five Interreg components, adapting the CPR rules on programme authorities/ management, 
integrating EU external financing instruments and introducing Interreg specific objectives. 
 

Of the above points, the key elements of change, impacting the strategic rationale and objectives of the 
new NSR Programme, are: 
 

1. The three traditional strands (cross-border, transnational and interregional) are reshaped into 5 
components  
According to the European Commission, the cross-border cooperation strand (component 1) would concentrate 
on land borders, while cross-border cooperation on maritime borders would be integrated into the enlarged 
transnational cooperation and maritime cooperation component (component 2). Component 2 is the equivalent 
of current strand B. 

2. Functional areas 
Regions to be supported by the transnational programmes will be regions ‘covering contiguous functional areas’ 
taking into account (where applicable) macroregional strategies and sea-basin strategies. As such, future 
transnational cooperation will be aimed at achieving a higher degree of 
territorial integration, making it paramount to address joint challenges in areas, which have joint 
characteristics.  

3. Thematic concentration: Limited number of policy objectives (with a maximum of 3 out of 5 for 
transnational programmes) 
The 11 objectives of the 2014-2020 framework have been simplified and consolidated to 5 policy objectives. 
These five policy objectives (a smarter Europe, a greener, low-carbon Europe, a more connected Europe, a 
more social Europe, a Europe closer to citizens) are divided into 21 specific objectives (SOs) in the ERDF 
Regulation. In addition to the five ERDF policy objectives, two Interreg specific objectives (ISOs) are introduced 
(‘a better Interreg governance’ and the external border cooperation specific objective ‘a safer and more secure 
Europe’). The latter can become relevant in case the UK will be a future non-EU/third participating country of 
the NSR Programme. 
In the case of transnational programmes, the regulations provide that at least 60% of programme funding, 
excluding technical assistance, may be used for a maximum of three policy objectives. At the same time, at 
least 15% of the ERDF contribution is allocated to one of the two Interreg specific objectives. 
In order to enhance the result orientation of programmes, while also achieving simplification, another novelty 
for the 2021-2027 period, compared to 2014-2020, is introduced: common indicators for output and results. 
The list of common output indicators is extended in order to ensure better policy coverage. Common result 
indicators are proposed in order to limit the extent of non-comparable data collected based on programme 
specific indicators. 
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4. The allocations for the ETC goal (Interreg) are impacted by the proposed reduction of the Cohesion 
policy envelope post 2020  
There is a cut by 12% compared to the 2014-2020 period (€8,4bn compared to €9,3bn), representing 2.5% of 
the Cohesion Policy envelope (even though ETC will get two additional ‘components’). 

 

The finalised regulations are still under negotiation (in the Council, in trilogues), while the EP-Council 
agreement on the full package could be due by September 2020 during the German presidency.1 It is 
therefore important that during the programme drafting process any changes to the regulations are 
considered, examples of which are: 
 

 Ad 1. The three traditional strands (cross-border, transnational and interregional) are reshaped 
into 5 components 

It is proposed to keep maritime cooperation under component 1 (as separate programmes) and not part of 
transnational programmes (component 2).2 With the term ‘components’ being changed back to ‘strands’ (in 
June 2020), the proposal now is to have four strands: cross-border cooperation (Interreg A), transnational 
cooperation (Interreg B), interregional cooperation (Interreg C) and outermost regions' cooperation (Interreg 
D).3 

 
 Ad 2. Functional areas 

Regions to be supported by the transnational programmes will be regions ‘covering larger transnational 
territories’. This takes away the need for clarity on what it entails for a transnational area to be ‘functional’ (the 
term used in the original proposal), whether it be for instance geographic or socio-economic features or a 
common identity and shared values. 
 

 Ad 3. Thematic concentration: Limited number of policy objectives (with a maximum of 3 out of 5 
for transnational programmes) 

The first trilogue on the legislative package particularly focused on specific objectives. The ‘compromise 
agreement’ under the Finish presidency shows that sustainable urban mobility has been deleted as a specific 
objective under policy objective 3. It appears to have been introduced as specific objective 8 under policy 
objective 2.4 Measures aimed at tackling the socio-economic fallout of the Covid-19 outbreak, have recently 
been introduced in the legislative package. The Council’s position endorses the role of culture and tourism in 
economic development, social inclusion and social innovation (under policy objective 4).5  
Internal European Commission discussions on the scope of policy objective 5 suggest that transnational 
programmes will make use of ‘another territorial tool’ (as opposed to ITI and CLLD) as possible forms of 
territorial and local development strategies. The idea is not to develop one local strategy for the whole 
transnational cooperation area. Instead, within a transnational programme and its broad cooperation 
geography, territorial and local development strategies exist that have been developed for specific smaller 
parts of that large area. The programme needs to identify, describe and support, with evidence, the ‘functional 
areas’ to be supported under PO5, or, if that is not possible yet, it is sufficient to state that this follows at a 
later stage. Functional areas are areas with a high degree of interactions and interdependencies, where 
simultaneous actions in different sectors are necessary for future development (education, employment, 
transport, health, business support).6 

 

1 With the disruption of administrative activities due to the Covid-19 outbreak, delays in the legislative process could cause the first post-2020 cohesion 
policy programmes to start the implementation no earlier than late 2021 or even early 2022. [CPMR, Technical Note April 2020 Delays in the MFF post-2020: 
Implications for Cohesion Policy, 03/04/2020.] 
2 Council on Cohesion policy legislative package 2021-2027 - Interreg Regulation, Progress Report, 13 December 2019, 
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14960-2019-INIT/en/pdf.  
3 Council on Cohesion policy legislative package 2021-2027 - Interreg Regulation, Presidency Report, 19 June 2020, 
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8760-2020-ADD-4/en/pdf. 
4 Council on Cohesion policy legislative package 2021-2027 - European Regional Development Fund and Cohesion Fund Regulation = Presidency Report, 13 
December 2019, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CONSIL:ST_14958_2019_INIT&from=EN  
5 General Secretariat of the Council - ERDF and Cohesion Fund Regulation (amended proposal) - partial mandate for negotiations with the European 
Parliament, 17 July 2020, https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9430-2020-INIT/en/pdf.  
6 Interact programme, Publication Bringing territoriality into Interreg - Policy Objective 5, 18/06/2020  
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The Interreg specific objective ‘a better Interreg governance’ has seen a name change and is now called ‘a 
better cooperation governance’. At least 10% of the ERDF contribution may be allocated to one of the two 
Interreg specific objectives.7 
The development of a sound indicator system of the future programme is underway: a revised list (Annex I 
and Annex II) was presented to the Council on 27 May 2019 and an informal working group on harmonising 
programme specific indicators for Interreg has taken place.8 
 

 Ad 4. The allocations for the ETC goal (Interreg)  

The Covid-19 crisis has triggered major changes in macroeconomic policy. In July 2020, the European Council 
reached a deal on the Recovery Instrument and the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2021-2027, 
resulting in a financial package of €1.82tn to help Europe on its path towards recovery and long-term 
sustainability. It consists of the EU Recovery Instrument “Next Generation EU” of €750 billion and an overall 
MFF budget of €1074 billion for the period 2021-2027. Concerning the first, the European Council gave green 
light to allow the European Commission to borrow funding on behalf of the Union on capital markets which will 
be transferred via EU programmes as part of the “Next Generation EU” instrument by means of expenditures 
€390bn and loans €360bn. With regard to the MFF budget, the budget lines for Cohesion Policy remain relatively 
preserved. The allocations for the ETC goal (Interreg) have been kept around €7.9bn throughout successive 
negotiating boxes compared to the Commission’s proposal, with around €1.5bn earmarked for transnational 
cooperation.9 

 

2.2 EU strategies guiding the NSR Programme 2021-2027  
 
The five repackaged policy objectives do not provide an overarching EU strategic framework, like Europe 
2020 in the 2014-2020 period. Instead, the Commission has set priorities, namely the ‘A Europe fit for the 
digital age’ strategy and the European Green Deal. Delivering on broader commitments, notably to the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), they offer a more concrete and targeted response to two key 
trends – the growing role of digital technology in all parts of our lives, and climate change.10 

 

 The European Green Deal 
 
Launched by the Commission in December 2019, the Commission’s vision is to modernise and transform 
the economy to reach climate neutrality by 2050. This covers policy action in areas which are traditionally 
associated with climate change (emissions reduction, green energy, circular economy, energy efficiency, 
clean transport, environmentally friendly food chains, protection of biodiversity and reducing pollution). 
However, it also calls for sustainability to be mainstreamed into wider EU and national policies, and in turn 
for other priorities such as equality and growth are also integrated into climate action. As such, the Green 
Deal has been denoted as Europe’s new growth strategy.11 To reach the 2050 target of a climate-neutral 
continent, the EU’s climate ambition already for 2030 will be revised by a 50-55% cut in greenhouse gas 
emissions to replace the current objective of 40%. 

 
The European Union provides the guidelines, the objectives, and financial support, but the real 
implementation of the European Green Deal will be done at the national, regional and local levels. With 
this high ambition, the question then becomes what the NSR Programme can do to help reach climate 
neutrality. An advantage of the European Green Deal is the fact that it reaches many of the North Sea 
Region’s sectors, climate, energy, construction, transport, water, among others: 
 

 

7 Interact Programme, Video Interreg Specific Objective 1 'A better Interreg governance' (EC DG Regio), 05/06/2020. 
8 WK 6358/19, Annex I and II: Indicators - Presentation by the Commission of the results of the Evaluation Network's work, http://www.interact-
eu.net/download/file/fid/18498. 
9 CPMR, Analysis of the European Council agreement: the EU Recovery Instrument and the MFF 2021-2027,24/07/2020. 
10 The ‘A Europe fit for the digital age’ strategy and the EU Green Deal are integral to the EU Commission’s strategy for implementing the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals. SDG-relevant policies and challenges are identified across the country reports, and a new annex sets out Member States’ performance in 
respect of the SDGs and the trend over the past five years.  
11 Video statement European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen, 11 December 2019, https://audiovisual.ec.europa.eu/en/video/I-182024. 
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European Green Deal 
Climate:  
 

a European Climate Law has been proposed in March 2020 in order to promote climate neutrality and 
stimulate investment  

Climate 
adaptation:  

build resilience and adapt to climate risks (a new strategy on adaptation to climate)  

Energy:  
 

speed up the decarbonisation process in the energy sector (a plan for ‘smart sector integration’, 
bringing the electricity, gas and heating sectors closer together in one system, including a new 
offshore wind power strategy)  

Buildings:  encourage more sustainable buildings renovation, help people reducing energy bills and energy use 
(‘renovation wave’ for the building sector doubling the renovation rate)  

Industry:  
 

support industry to stimulate innovation and to become world leaders in the green economy (an 
action plan for the circular economy, as part of a broader new industrial strategy, with a sustainable 
products policy in order to use less materials, and ensure products can be reused and recycled)  

Transport:  
 

introduce cleaner, cheaper and healthier means of private and public transport (a comprehensive 
network of charging points for electric vehicles and promotion of ‘sustainable alternative fuels’ – 
biofuels and hydrogen – in aviation, shipping and heavy-duty road transport where electrification is 
currently not possible)  

Water: whether in air, soil or water, the objective is to reach a ‘pollution-free environment’ (a chemical 
strategy for a ‘toxic-free environment’)  

Nature:  
 

support biodiversity action (a new 2030 biodiversity strategy that proposes targets on topics such as 
protected areas, restoration of nature, organic farming and the reduction of agricultural chemicals as 
well as a new forest strategy; on the issue of investments in green and blue infrastructure, the 
strategy states that cooperation across borders among Member States should be promoted and 
supported, including through European Territorial Cooperation)  

Areas where the NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
Offshore wind power, sustainable building, circular economy, sustainable mobility, alternative fuels in shipping, 
pollution free water and climate resilience, ecosystem services, carbon capture and storage in soils and public sector 
and citizen engagement. 

 
Two particular building blocks of the European Green Deal are of interest to the NSR Programme:  

 

New industrial strategy 
The European Commission’s new industrial strategy is called ‘Making Europe's businesses future-ready: A new 
industrial strategy for a globally competitive, green and digital Europe’. The key element in the industrial strategy is 
the so called “twin green and digital transitions” of the European industry: the Green transition, with the European 
Green Deal being Europe’s new growth strategy and the Digital transition, which allows industry and SMEs to be 
more proactive, provides workers with new skills, and supports decarbonisation of our economy. As such, it includes 
a dedicated strategy for SMEs ‘for a sustainable and digital Europe’. The strategy recognises that SMEs play a key 
role in every sector of the economy, and particularly welcomes their ability to bring innovative solutions to challenges 
like climate change, resource efficiency and social cohesion, and to spread this innovation throughout the economy 
across Europe’s regions. The strategy also urges to look closely at the opportunities and challenges facing industrial 
ecosystems that encompass all players operating in a value chain: from the smallest start-ups to the largest 
companies, from academia to research, service providers to suppliers. 

Areas where the NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
Capacity building in value chains that support SMEs, digital technologies, the shift towards a low-carbon, circular 
economy and the fight against climate change, and to promoting joint cluster initiatives and interregional coordination 
in the design and implementation of smart specialisation strategies (in (new) value chains). 

Circular Economy Action Plan 
In 2015, the European Commission adopted a Circular Economy Action Plan that outlines specific measures to help 
transition to a circular economy, promote collaboration, and generate sustainable growth. Since then, the Action Plan 
has been updated with current measures to encourage sustainable production and supply chain practices, and 
address issues in resource-intensive sectors with high circularity potentials. There are four core components that 
make up the new plan, and these are: making sustainable products the norm in the EU, to empower consumers so 
that they have access to reliable information on the repairability and durability of a product, to focus on sectors that 
use the most resources but where the potential for circularity is high (electronics and ICT, batteries and vehicles, 
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packaging, plastics, textiles, construction and buildings, food, water and nutrients), and to ultimately ensure less 
waste. 

The NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
(the coordination of) Innovation initiatives on circular economy, like development of novel materials and products, 
circular business models and new production and recycling technologies, and substitution and elimination of 
hazardous substances. 

 

 Shaping Europe’s Digital Future 
 
The second major policy document, launched by the Commission in 2020, is the communication Shaping 
Europe’s Digital Future, which forms part of the Commission’s priority strategy to create a Europe fit for 
the digital age. The communication focuses on the different questions raised by the growing role of digital 
technology in our economies, societies and democracies.  

While the previous Commission already saw actions around particular aspects of digital, Shaping Europe’s 
Digital Future aims to set out a more comprehensive roadmap. It does this by looking in turn at: 

 
Shaping Europe’s Digital Future 

The individual 
level: 

encourage access to, uptake of and provide education on digital technology to as many people 
as possible 

Markets: promoting competition, innovation and consumer rights; the Commission has launched a 
European data strategy, which will deal with, for example, B2B data sharing and how it affects 
intellectual property rights and accelerating Europe’s gigabit connectivity; one theme that runs 
throughout that strategy is the need to create common interoperable data platforms offering 
SMEs access to a host of cloud services and advanced data processing capabilities (the opening 
of key public sector data sets, is an example, so that it is available for reuse) 

Civic life: a democracy action plan to improve the resilience of the democratic system, for example; 
other key actions are the exchange of health records, developing a circular electronics 
initiative; the Commission also plans to use digital technology to develop a precise digital 
model of Earth (what it calls a ‘Digital Twin of the Earth’), as that would significantly improve 
Europe’s environmental prediction and crisis management capabilities 

Worth noting The Commission regards digital technologies as critical enablers for the European Green Deal, 
the EU's new growth strategy to become the world's first climate-neutral continent by 2050.  
And that, as such, digital solutions can advance the circular economy, support the 
decarbonisation of all sectors and reduce the environmental and social footprint of products 
placed on the EU market.12 

Areas where the NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
Digital education, e-Government (digital public services and civic-led governance), SMEs developing and adapting 
to new digitalisation technologies, data sharing and broadband connectivity (and, possibly, e-Health) and digital 
solutions in areas that enable the European Green Deal (like i.e. smart urban mobility, energy efficiency, 
sustainable housing). 

 

 

 

 

 

12 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_264. 
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 Other (sectoral) policy areas and policy levels 

There is an array of other (sectoral) policy areas and policy levels, that are of relevance to the NSR 
Programme. The most prominent are: 

Integrated maritime policy 
The EU’s overarching integrated maritime policy, set in place in 2007, seeks to provide a more coherent approach to 
maritime issues, with increased coordination between different policy areas. In particular, it pursues three main 
targets: (1) sustainable development of the European maritime economy, (2) protection of the environment and (3) 
cooperation of all maritime players across sectors and borders. To reach these goals, integrated maritime policy 
suggests several tools and cross-cutting policies including Blue Growth, marine data and knowledge, integrated 
maritime surveillance, maritime spatial planning, maritime security as well as sea-basin strategies.13 

Areas where the NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
Maritime spatial planning, sustainable shipping, restoring marine and coastal ecosystems, off-shore wind energy, 
blue economy and environmental and monitoring technology. 

Territorial agenda 2030 
The proposed Territorial Agenda recognises territorial priorities for the development of the European Union. The main 
goal of the proposed Territorial Agenda is ‘a better (inclusive and sustainable) future for all’. As such, it emphasizes 
two overarching objectives (Just Europe and Green Europe) and focusses on six priorities (ranging from a better-
balanced territorial development to less inequalities between places that are climate-neutral, have strong and 
sustainable local economies and are digitally and physically connected). These priorities should hold good for spatial 
planning at all levels (European, macro-regional, national and polycentric (cities and regions)). 

The NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
Transnational cooperation takes place in wide areas (encompassing all or part of several national territories) and 
involves many regional and local bodies and other actors in activities with a strong territorial development dimension. 

2.3 The new Partnership Agreements 
Partnership Agreements (PAs) are negotiated between the European Commission and Member States set 
out national-level European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) investment priorities.14 PAs are 
designed to achieve the five EU policy objectives for 2021-2027 via a series of sectoral or thematic, national 
and regional, Operational Programmes (OPs). Currently, discussions take place within NSR countries to 
identify and gradually define the scope, the procedures, and the intensity of action of 2021-2027 cohesion 
policy within the scope of each of the five policy objectives. Such discussions take into account the 
European Commission’s guidance concerning investments financed by 2021-2027 cohesion policy as 
expressed in Annex D of the 2019 Country Reports, which provides the basis for dialogue between Member 
States and the related Commission services.15  

 European Commission’s guidance on investments financed by 2021-2027 cohesion policy 

Although the PAs cover the relevant Common Provisions Regulation Funds and Operational Programmes 
for the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), ETC 
programmes are not part of them. Nonetheless, the evidence that feeds into the making of the PAs, like 
the Annex D of the 2019 Country Reports are of relevance to the NSR Programme. It is by way of that 
Annex D that the European Commission pays more attention to identifying investment needs and 
difficulties connected to regional and territorial disparities, thus giving a larger territorial dimension to the 
European Semester. The recommendations in Annex D impact on Operational Programmes in the way 
investments are designed, planned and selected. These investment suggestions are thus mainly targeted 

 

13 Schultz-Zehden A., Weig B., Lukic I. (2019) Maritime Spatial Planning and the EU’s Blue Growth Policy: Past, Present and Future Perspectives. In: Zaucha 
J., Gee K. (eds) Maritime Spatial Planning. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 
14 Norway is not an EU Member State and EU Regional Policy is not applicable (nor does it receive European Structural and Investment Funds). Therefore, it 
does not negotiate a Partnership Agreement with the European Commission, nor does it receive guidance concerning investments financed by 2021-2027 
cohesion policy as expressed in Annex D of the 2019 Country Reports. Norway does contribute financially to social and economic cohesion in the EU and EEA 
through the Norwegian grants funding instrument, and contributes financially and participates in the Interreg programme. 
15 https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-country-reports_en 
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at regional levels for implementation and therefore directly affect local and regional authorities’ operations 
(in the role of Managing Authority of an Operational Programme or as applicants and beneficiaries).16 As 
such, the NSR Programme could look into establishing viable links to Annexes D of the European Semester 
Country Reports 2019. An overview of key observations of the Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 2019 is 
listed in the two tables below. 

Key observations of the Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 201917 
 
PO1, a smarter Europe  
 is being addressed for all NSR Member States and refers to the development of research and innovation 

capacities, the introduction of advanced technologies, and support to SMEs. 

PO2, a greener, low-carbon Europe  
 is not addressed for DK, NL and SE. For NL, as for DE, there are references to climate and energy issues in PO1, 

PO5.  
 has reiterated recommendations to invest in energy efficiency measures and to promote the transition to circular 

economy. To invest in climate change and risk prevention has been recommended for BE and DE only. There’s 
no reference to sustainable water management in the Annexes D. 

PO3, a more connected Europe  
 is only considered for BE. The investment needs identified have a climate/ energy dimension, while 

recommending the need to invest on clean and sustainable modes of transport. The need to support sustainable 
urban mobility is specifically emphasized. For DE, this is considered in PO5.  

PO4, a more social Europe 
 focuses on social policies, with several subcategories. Investment needs identified for EU Member States relate 

to ESF+ specific objectives, with some exceptions. ESF+ supports investment in people and improving 
employment, implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights; it supports labour market participation, fosters 
social inclusion and promotes skills and lifelong learning. Under the 2021-2027 programme, ESF+ covers a wider 
range of activities than in 2014-2020, to include health, deprivation and youth employment. ESF+ regulations 
set out a provision that enables “innovative actions” in their programmes to find alternative, bottom-up ways of 
approaching social policy. ESF+ has earmarked budget for transnational cooperation activities that focus on 
“transferring and upscaling innovative solutions, streamlining management and supporting organisations and 
networks”.18 

 there is hardly any reference to a territorial dimension of PO4 in the Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 2019. 

PO5, a Europe closer to citizens  

 has a strong focus on sustainable urban development. It is not considered for SE, DK. 

 
The recommendations from Country Reports cover the 5 policy objectives. In addition, there have been 
references to cooperation across borders in the Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 2019 (see table 
below). Building on both, the observations show that NSR countries can find common ground in areas 
related to: 
 Research, development and innovation (RDI) investments; 
 Smart specialisation, typically having a regional dimension and/ or is designed and implemented by 

regional authorities19; 
 Energy efficiency and promoting the transition to circular economy; 
 Cooperation and synergies between different levels of government and among territories, also 

through Community-led Local Development; 
 Urban and metropolitan development, calling for a leading role of cities as drivers of innovation and 

economic development. 

 

16 European Committee of the Regions (Spatial Foresight, t33 Srl), Active subsidiarity and the European Semester: The involvement of cities and regions in 
policy-making for investment and structural reform, 03/07/2020 
17 Partly based on: CPMR, Technical paper June 2019 CPMR analysis on investment guidance for 2021-2027 Cohesion Policy (Annex D). 
18 https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/content/eu200-million-earmarked-transnational-cooperation-says-commission 
19 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and 
the Committee of the Regions. Strengthening Innovation in Europe's Regions: Strategies for resilient, inclusive and sustainable growth, 2017,  
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/2014/com_2017_376_2_en.pdf 
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Reference to cooperation across borders in the Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 2019 
There are three recurring themes (see below) and individual references per Member State, all are summarized in a 
separate table (with the recurring themes marked in green). 
 [BE, DE, NL] Stimulating integrated cooperation in new value chains across regions and across borders  
 [DK, DE, SE] Promoting cooperation between SMEs and academia and encourage universities/research centres 

to be actively involved in projects, whilst developing entrepreneurial ecosystems (or smart specialization 
systems), also across borders  

 [DE, NL] Promoting cooperation and the exchange of knowledge and expertise between towns and cities, both 
within the regional and national context, while also reaching out to other EU regions  

Potential focus for cooperation across borders in European Commission’s 
recommendations for Member States (Annex D of the 2019 Country Reports) 

BE DE DK NL SE 

PO1, a smarter Europe 
Invest in the growth of firms through support to their activities, both in a material 
aspect e.g. development capacities, living-labs, test-beds, joint interregional and cross-
border projects and in a more immaterial aspect (networking, cluster development, 
transnational cooperation) 

x     

Stimulate integrated cooperation in new value chains across regions and across 
borders 

x     

Stimulate interregional cooperation in new value chains, also with other Member 
States 

   x  

Enhance technology transfer between the public and private sectors, in and across 
regions and beyond borders, especially in new value chains 

 x    

Build synergies and joint projects with other Länder, regions and Member States  x    

Promote cooperation between small and medium-sized enterprises and academia and 
encourage universities/research centres to be actively involved in projects, whilst 
developing entrepreneurial ecosystems; cooperation could involve stakeholders in other 
regions, and also across borders notably in the framework of the EU Strategy for Baltic 
Sea Region 

  x   

Support small and medium-sized enterprises to increase their own innovation 
competence, by implementing innovation and fostering cooperation with other small and 
medium-sized enterprises and research organisations, also in other Member States 

 x    

Encourage the development and implementation of tailor-made smart specialisation 
systems at regional (programme) and national level. Promote further international and 
regional cooperation to exchange knowledge and achieve critical mass for the 
specialisations; thereby particularly focusing on the 3 middle-income regions (Småland 
and the Islands, Central Norrland and North Middle Sweden) and the Northern Sparsely 
Populated Areas in order to support them to catch up and scale up their investments. 
Promote the coordination between the smart specialisation strategies and national 
Innovation Partnership Programmes and other relevant strategies (notably the EU 
strategy for the Baltic Sea Region) and other (non-) European countries 

    x 

Enhance the provision of public e-services including possible cross-border activities 
when there is a need and improve their uptake by citizens 

 x    

Provide support for upskilling of the workforce, refining and reshaping of skill sets of 
existing occupations and (re)training workers towards new demands, including the 
cross-border labour market 

   x  

Support cooperation on promoting mobility of researchers across borders to better 
utilise the available human capital 

  x   

Promote skills development for higher education and research institutions to increase 
the commercial viability and market relevance and uptake of their research projects as 
well as their capacities to take part in interactive and open innovation processes, 
including across borders 

    x 

PO2, a greener, low-carbon Europe 
Support small and medium-sized enterprises, especially in the East of Germany, to 
make their business processes more circular, particularly by supporting small and 
medium-sized enterprises in implementing circular economy solutions and sharing 
best-practices with other regions and Member States 

 x    
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Potential focus for cooperation across borders in European Commission’s 
recommendations for Member States (Annex D of the 2019 Country Reports) 

BE DE DK NL SE 

Support research and development, demonstration projects on energy storage and 
flexible generation capacities and smart distribution grids at local level, including 
cooperation with partners from other regions and Member States 

 x    

Increase cross border and transnational cooperation in finding the most suitable, in 
particular nature based, adaptation and risk prevention measures and applying such 
measures 

 x    

PO3, a more connected Europe 
Develop sustainable, climate resilient, intelligent and intermodal national, regional and 
local mobility, including improved access to Trans-European Transport Network and 
cross-border mobility, by: improving urban cross-border mobility, especially within 
the public transportation system to make it more efficient in order to shift individuals 
from cars to public transport 

x     

PO4, a more social Europe 
Support cross-border healthcare and community-based services including 
basic/primary social care facilities 

x     

PO5, a Europe closer to citizens 
Support Smart City initiatives in cities, in particular in cooperation with universities, 
experimental projects, smart urban mobility (including cross-border connections, 
where appropriate) as well as investments in relation to the low-carbon economy 
agenda 

 x    

Promote cooperation in these areas between cities, also across borders    x  
Promote cooperation and the exchange of knowledge and expertise between towns and 
cities, both within the regional and national context, while also reaching out to other 
EU regions 

 x    

 European Commission’s guidance on Just Transition 

In her European Green Deal Investment Plan, the Commission proposed creating the Just Transition 
Mechanism. The Just Transition Mechanism targets the regions and sectors most affected by the transition 
towards the green economy. This support is available to address the social, economic and environmental 
impacts of transition. The mechanism is centred on territorial just transition plans, and has three pillars of 
financing, one of them being the Just Transition Fund. Territories facing serious socio-economic challenges 
arising from the transition towards climate-neutrality are eligible for support of the Just Transition Fund 
and are to provide territorial just transition plans.  

As such, Annex D of the 2020 Country Reports is to be taken into account, providing details on the new 
Commission initiative of the Just Transition Fund that should be complementary to and aligned with 
cohesion policy.20 The following table show the NSR regions that have been identified in the European 
Semester Country Reports as facing serious socio-economic challenges deriving from transition and in 
need of “just transition”.21  

Just Transition Fund territorial eligibility (Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 2020) 
Eligible 
territories 

BE DE DK NL SE 

In the NSR 
Programme 
area 

- - Northern Jutland East Groningen, 
Delfzijl, surroundings 
and rest of Groningen 

- 

 

20 https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2020-european-semester-overview-investment-guidance-just-transition-fund-2021-2027-member-state-annex-
d_en 
21 Fondation Robert Schuman (Olivier Marty) Policy Paper, What should we make of the Just Transition Mechanism put forward by the European Commission? 
European Issues N°567, 13 July 2020 
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Just Transition Fund territorial eligibility (Annexes D of NSR Country Reports 2020) 
Bordering 
the NSR 
Programme 
area 

Arrondissements of Tournai, Mons, 
Charleroi (NUTS 3: BE327, BE323,  
BE322). Tournai borders the NSR 
Programme area (with 
arrondissements of Kortrijk, BE254, 
and Oudenaarde, BE235) 

- - - - 

The respective Commission’s recommendations for the NSR regions in need of “just transition” are as 
follows: 

European Commission’s Just Transition Fund investments’ recommendations for Member States 
The Just Transition Fund could target investments in: NL DK 
Research and innovation activities and fostering transfer of advanced technologies x x 
Enhancing the circular economy, including through waste prevention, reduction, resource efficiency, 
reuse, repair and recycling 

 x 

The deployment of technology and infrastructures for affordable clean energy, in greenhouse gas 
emission reduction, energy efficiency and renewable energy 

x x 

The creation of new firms, including through business incubators and consulting services  x 
SMEs, including start-ups, leading to economic diversification and reconversion  x 
Upskilling and reskilling of workers x x 

Next, Member States will need to prepare territorial just transition plans that are in accordance with the 
national energy-climate plans, setting the ambitions in this area for 2030. These must be approved by the 
Commission in order to release funding from the three main sources, one of them being the Just Transition 
Fund. 

2.4 Other frameworks for cooperation 
A feature of the Commission’s Orientation Paper is collaborative or cooperative working, that is the need 
to take into account other (European Territorial Cooperation) programmes and (macro-regional and sea 
basin) strategies in the North Sea Region, when designing the transnational cooperation programme. As 
such, the Commission’s recommends to focus on the Interreg-specific objective of better governance and 
foster cooperation between regions and programmes.  

Other forms of territorial cooperation that overlap with the NSR Programme area are: 

 The NSR Programme’s current geography is based on the North Sea basin, however there is no sea 
basin or macro-regional strategy in force currently. Instead, existing cooperation elements in the 
region are the North Sea Commission, with its initiative for the North Sea 2030 Strategy and the North 
Seas Energy Cooperation. Also, the NSR Programme incorporates Member States that are involved in 
the Baltic Sea macro-regional strategy. 

 3 Transnational programmes (North-West, Baltic Sea Region and Northern Periphery and Arctic (NPA)) 
and 6 CBC maritime programmes (Two Seas, Botnia-Atlantica, Central Baltic, South Baltic, Öresund-
Kattegat-Skagerrak (ÖKS), the maritime part of Germany-Denmark) and several land border 
programmes in the area (e.g. Germany-Netherlands, Belgium-Germany-Netherlands, Belgium-France, 
EURegio Maas-Rhein, France-Wallonia-Flanders). 

Three particular frameworks for cooperation are of interest to the NSR Programme: 

The North Sea Commission 
The North Sea Commission has drafted a North Sea Region 2030 Strategy in November 2019 which identifies key 
challenges in and common characteristics of the North Sea region and four themes [each with priorities, 15 in total]: 
(1) A productive and sustainable North Sea [marine litter; maritime spatial planning; aquaculture and fisheries; 
blue growth] and A (2) climate-neutral [renewable energy/alternative fuels; energy efficiency; CCUS and na-
tural sequestration; climate adaptation] (3) connected [transnational accessibility; sustainable and inclu--
sive transport; intelligent transport systems] and (4) smart [smart specialisation strategies; skills and mobility of re-



Scoping Study INTERREG NSR 2021-2027 North Sea Region Programme 

                        Page 17 of 77 

searchers, students and workforce; circular use of resources; public procurement supporting transition] North Sea 
Region 
The NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
With its focus on major challenges and common characteristics, the strategy gives insight in where there is added 
value for the NSR Programme’s transnational action and collaboration. 
North Seas Energy Cooperation  
The North Seas Energy Cooperation platform brings together the European Commission and eight Member States 
and Norway to discuss how to develop offshore wind farms and grid infrastructure in the North Sea. Key issues 
concern interconnections, technical standards, financial systems and maritime spatial planning and environmental 
impact.22 
Areas where the NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
Maritime spatial planning and environmental impact (access to sites and site development, awareness raising of grid 
expansion), technical standards (and skills transfer). 
The Baltic Sea macro-regional strategy and Programme 
The EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR) reflects on, and gives further definition and geographic 
expression of a range of relevant European directives and overarching socio-economic (Europe 2020) and 
transportation (TEN-T) strategies. The partnership governance structure enables issues to be addressed and 
responses adopted. As such, the strategy is steering territorial governance, the coordination of sectorial policies and 
the effective allocation and management of European development funds (like the Baltic Sea transnational 
cooperation programme). It includes 3 objectives (to Save the Sea, Connect the Region and Increase Prosperity) 
and 17 priority areas each with concrete flagship projects as well as targets and indicators. The latter has a focus on 
maritime, environmental and communications issues.  
The NSR has a proven potential to contribute: 
The EUSBSR and the Baltic Sea transnational cooperation programme border the NSR Programme area. The 
participating Member States, Denmark, Germany and Sweden, and Norway might consider how the NSR Programme 
can contribute to both the EUSBSR and Interreg BSR Programme. 

 

 

22 Joint Statement on the deliverables of the energy cooperation between the North Seas Countries, 20 June 2019 
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3 National/ regional policy and 
strategy positions of relevance to 
the NSR Programme 2021-2027 

This chapter presents the national/regional studies that have formed the basis for the cross-cutting policy 
and strategy analysis. Each of the country/region studies are structured according to the POs 
recommended by the Commission for the coming NSR Programme. 

3.1 Belgium 
 

 Introduction 

Belgium has limited budget resources for Cohesion Policy and the multiannual financial framework. This 
should eventually lead to a bundling of three separate regional Cohesion Policy programmes from Flanders, 
Wallonia, and Brussels. The preparations of the ESIF programmes were started in 2018, when a national 
policy document titled ‘Future Cohesion Policy’ was developed. Characteristic to the Belgium process was 
that the three regions work quite independently in writing their own input. The three individual documents 
were merged into the document ‘Future Cohesion Policy’. Flanders is the only region part of the NSR 
Programme. 

 ISO1: Better Interreg Governance 

For Belgium, the NSR Programme covers three provinces within the Flanders Region, the Province of 
Antwerp, East-Flanders, and West Flanders. On behalf of the Flanders Region, ‘Agentschap Innoveren en 
Ondernemen’ (Vlaio) is responsible for setting out the main strategies and policies with regards to ESIF 
programmes. It is also responsible for the regional ERDF programme, providing the main source of 
innovation funding and being a link towards centrally managed non-ESIF programmes, e.g. Horizon, 
COSME, etc. Consequently, this central coordinated and mission driven approach leads to a quite clear and 
unified objective to maximize the synergy between the Interreg and other programmes in Flanders. The 
Vlaio wants to achieve this through logical connections between the different Interreg programmes that 
cover Flanders, for instance start with an Interreg A project with the objective for scaling up in Interreg 
NSR at a next stage. But also, the other way around, first on a transnational level and then local (EFRO). 
This project development approach should create synergy between the Interreg programmes, the regional 
ERDF programme, Flemish and other EU funding instruments (ESF, Horizon, etc.) in the future programme 
period 2021-2027. An important new element for Flanders is the increased importance of a genuine 
quadruple helix approach for the NSR Programme with more attention to the user/citizen part within 
innovation and a continued attention for SME’s (thereby not excluding cooperation also with larger 
industries where relevant) 

 PO1: A smarter Europe 

The Smart Specialisation strategy of Flanders has 10 overall focus areas, which are all considered to be of 
interest for transnational cooperation in the NSR. A bottom-up approach in these focus areas driven by 
demand is considered as important.  Flanders considers particularly the interaction between the focus 
areas of great importance. Flanders has been a European frontrunner in the implementation of smart 
specialisation and was already well underway with the development of a smart specialisation strategy 
before the concept was introduced by the Commission, especially in the promotion of priority clusters.  The 
Flemish system of smart specialisation provides an intensification and strengthening around several 
topics/domains dealt with by research centres and clusters operating in an innovation ecosystem that aims 
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to remain an open and flexible system, and it will continue to contain important bottom up aspects 
(entrepreneurial discovery process). 

Focal points Flanders Smart Specialisation Strategy 2020: Domains (cluster name) 

1 Sustainable chemistry (Catalisti) 

2 Advanced materials (SIM) 

3 Smart manufacturing (Flanders Make) 

4 Health and life sciences (vib) 

5 Specialised logistics (VIL) 

6 Agro-Food (Flanders Food) 

7 Electronic systems, Iot and photonic systems (imec) 

8 Energy (Flux 50) 

9 Environment & cleantech (Vito) 

10 Blue economy (Blue Cluster) 

 

Cooperation on inter-cluster developments from this broad inclusive perspective for cooperation is 
therefore also considered of relevance for the NSR. Overall, the Flemish position is to ensure a broad 
encompassing approach to PO1 which allows for a range of interdisciplinary transnational initiatives. Given 
the North Sea Region territory Flanders sees opportunities to run cooperation projects within single 
domains like Blue economy, Energy, Environment & Cleantech, as well as within cross-over domains 
between Smart Manufacturing, Electronic systems, and Logistics (non-exhaustive). 

Moreover, the digitalisation strategy of Flanders is of relevance for transnational cooperation in the NSR, 
especially in relation to new strategies, e.g. Industry 4.0, which is one out of seven transition priorities 
defined in “Vision 2050: a long-term strategy for Flanders”. Big data processing capacity and strong 
connectivity, also with the client, create revolutionary changes in the entire value chain. Industry 4.0 has 
several obvious links with the innovation strategy and will be prominently interconnected with the domains 
electronic systems and smart manufacturing but will also be part of many other domains, mainly through 
supporting products and services provided by the digital business industry in different applications.  

Blue economy is of special interest because Belgium is expecting new developments in blue growth and 
energy production. The North Sea is a connecting factor between the NSR countries. 

Developing the NSR work on smart specialisation 

The Commission’s country specific recommendations for Belgium and Flanders come together in the 
government support of innovation. The valorisation and implementation of research results in Flanders 
could be achieved in a transnational cooperation context. Interreg funding supports the integration and 
sharing of networks and infrastructures supporting SME’s across EU regions as well as an accelerated 
diffusion of knowledge and models between different EU initiatives. Interreg also offers room to experiment 
and test new and unexpected crossovers between domains. The emphasis is mainly on interaction between 
the different domains and a bottom-up/demand driven approach driven by companies and answering to 
specific societal challenges. In the context of the NSR, Flanders expects a growing number of activities in 
the context of blue growth, e.g. traditional sectors: fishery, tourism, harbours, and new sectors: blue bio-
based technology, renewable energy, responsible valorisation of the seabed. 

RDI activities linked to challenge-driven fields of PO2 

The position of Flanders is that there is no need to organise the existing RDI funding along certain priorities. 
Thus, if smart specialisation remains restricted to a dedicated budget in priority domains for the action of 
clusters and strategic institutes with project support for RDI activities the impact of the programme may 
be too limited. 
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 PO2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 

Flanders has drawn up their own climate strategy plan 2021-2030 including measures for energy transition 
and climate change/adaption. The strategy has a sectoral focus which links to the NSR topics such as 
transport/mobility, sustainable buildings and the non-EU-ETS (Emission Trading System) industry. Thus, 
urban, or sustainable mobility in general fits very well under PO2 because of its environmental impact. 
Other topics of A more connected Europe are more related to the CET programme. Next to this, Belgium 
has an above EU average circular material reuse which is also considered to be valuable for transnational 
cooperation under PO2. 

Strategy  Focus areas of Flanders’ low-carbon strategies 
1 Climate policy plan 2030 (Non-ETS) Waste, industry, agriculture, buildings, transport 
2 Energy strategy plan 2030 Housing, industry, transport, agriculture, tertiary sector 
3 Air policy plan 2030 Transport, housing, industry, energy, agriculture, wood burning 

The North Sea Region area contains important knowledge, networks and infrastructures that rank among 
the best one can find on a global scale in the field of environment and cleantech. As such Flanders is very 
keen on further linking up with these and provide further critical mass to joint transnational initiatives in 
this field.  

Flanders aims at reducing its CO2 footprint. Actions are taken on both micro-scales, e.g. household level 
and on macroscale e.g. large scales industries. Flanders wants to stimulate the circular economy as a 
mean to achieve overall lower carbon objectives. And concerning air pollution, Flanders thinks a European 
approach works best, as substantial amounts of air pollution are also caused by external factors or sources 
outside Flanders. Thereby, transnational cooperation could contribute on topics like clean fuel and energy, 
clean public and individual transportation, and a less polluting industry. Jointly looking and intervening at 
the level of major air pollution sources in the North Sea Region could be part of a next programme. A 
drastical reduction of anthropogenic sources should be achieved in 2050. In the domain of eco-innovation 
(low emission/green solutions) already important steps have been taken and although it is still a niche, it 
is considered to have strong potential for transnational cooperation. The focus should be on an effective 
approach and strategy how to implement these in the market. 

 PO3: A more connected Europe 

Flanders does not see added value in having a separate PO3 in the programme. However, specific objective 
3.4 is considered important and connecting with Flanders’ policies for greening transport and accessible 
transport, but this specific objective can be included under PO1 and/or PO2. The discussion (on a European 
level) is still ongoing whether specific objective 3.4 ‘Sustainable multimodal urban mobility’ will be moved 
to PO2. If so, Flanders is in favour of including this into the NSR Programme.  

Flanders wishes for PO1 to adopt an open approach in terms of sectors targeted and pursue connections 
between regional RIS3 multisectoral and interdisciplinary domains, to include traditional (retail, tourism, 
health care, social) sectors which are innovation adverse by nature. An example is the need for the 
digitalisation of port environments. This could be included as an area within the region RIS3 domains. 
Furthermore, the open approach of PO1 relates to ICT connectivity and digitalisation. An important way of 
linking existing means of transport is done by digitalisation, e.g. digital/data linking of existing means of 
transport. Flanders thinks that ICT connectivity is a more horizontal topic for project development which 
could be allocated under PO1. There is a clear desire and need to participate in international initiatives to 
improve digital connections in a faster and more innovative way, and to accelerate the digitalisation of 
public authorities and industry, e.g. industry 4.0. 

Although PO3 indicators focus on investments in hard infrastructure and the NSR Programme does not 
have the means for this, an enhanced uptake of technologies that improve connectivity could contribute 
to the PO3 indicators. Focussing on improving access to TEN-T, and transnational mobility was a separate 
priority in the current, and previous programme period. Especially in the current programming period only 
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a few projects were submitted and approved. Taking this point of view, the programme should not only 
focus on the newest technologies but also on methodologies to implement existing technologies broadly 
so that transport can really contribute to reducing carbon emissions and other pollutants. Inland transport, 
marine transport and inland transport via waterways deserve extra attention which should be included 
under PO2. 

 PO4: A more social Europe 

The majority point of view of Flanders for Interreg is that innovative projects or measures dealing with 
societal topics or “softer” sectors that focus on people’s social well-being, e.g. care, general well-being, 
life-long learning, should be incorporated under PO1. There, the focus should remain on the innovative, 
more structural/longer term character of measures taken. This should also contribute to strengthening 
regional economies instead of the short term and temporary alleviation of immediate social needs. Flanders 
advocates an integrated approach of innovation in which societal considerations are also considered for 
PO1 or PO2 projects. Flanders considers ESF+ and regional ESF programmes as being more effective 
instruments for social topics. Challenges in relation to population dynamics and social issues are best 
tackled by ESF+ funding, within the national and regional programmes under PO4. Instead of making 
limited funding available to PO4 in the NSR programme, it is better to address PO4 from the ESF+ 
programmes where the structures and knowledge are readily available. 

 PO5: A Europe closer to citizens 

From the perspective of Flanders, PO5 deals with certain topics of general interest but it is not deemed 
suitable as a PO for a transnational cooperation programme. From the perspective of Flanders, topics like 
tourism and attention for rural areas, should best be covered or integrated as part of PO1 and PO2. 
However, Flanders considers that there is potential too and acknowledges the importance of improving the 
involvement of citizens, e.g. through the application of citizens science, the involvement of citizens in 
projects and results, considering the impact and added value of projects for citizens in the selection criteria 
of the programme. 
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3.2 Denmark 
 Introduction 

In Denmark, the development of the ESIF programmes have been delayed by COVID-19. The basis for 
negotiation is not yet in place. Therefore, the Partnership Agreement has also not yet been developed.  

The Danish Business Authority is represented in all the Programming Committees of the Interreg 
programmes. The Danish Business Authority is to work towards including PO1 and PO2 in the Interreg 
programmes and to promote the inclusion of topics like Climate and Environment as well as Urban-Rural 
cohesion. Although this is a limited number of POs, the focus is also to broaden the opportunities, i.e. to 
include several investment priorities as part of each PO. Denmark does not prioritise PO3 as part of 
Interreg programmes. From the side of Denmark there is an interest in green mobility, but this is seen to 
have most potential as part of PO2. Especially PO2 is a priority from the side of Denmark due to the 
national climate strategy of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 70 per cent in 2030. Interreg is seen 
as one of the funding schemes that can help support the green transition. 

 ISO1: Better Interreg Governance 

The programming process for the two transnational programmes (NSR and BSR) and the three cross-
border Interreg programmes, which Denmark is part of, are progressing. As part of the Monitoring 
Committees for both the NSR and BSR programmes, the Danish Business Authority has observed that 
the BSR programme generally receives more applications, which can be partly explained by the lower 
requirements for co-financing in the BSR. From the side of Denmark there is an interest in lowering the 
requirement for co-financing also for the NSR Programme 2021-2027.  

The secretariats of the transnational programmes have already strengthened cooperation and exchange 
of knowledge in the current programme period. From the side of Denmark this is also considered the 
best approach going forward in terms of meeting ambitions of better Interreg governance and 
coordination in the coming programme period. 

 PO1: A smarter Europe 

In March 2020, the Danish Executive Board for Business Development and Growth launched its strategy 
for business development in Denmark 2020-2023 (which is also the Smart Specialisation strategy for 
Denmark). The strategy is a result of a comprehensive stakeholder involvement process that was 
initiated in the spring of 2019. The process has provided input for the strategy of the Board and for the 
coming ERDF and ESF programmes, and thus the strategy incorporates both the focus of the current and 
the coming programmes. The strategy includes 13 positions of strength/focus areas, of which five 
offhand are pointed out as being of relevance for cooperation in the NSR: environmental technology, 
energy technology, maritime industries and logistics, life science and welfare technology, and tourism. 

Strategy for Business Development in Denmark 2020-2023 (Danish Executive Board for Business 
Development and Growth, 2020) 

 - Environmental technology 
- Energy technology 
- Maritime industries and logistics 
- Life science and welfare technology 
- Tourism 
- Food and bioresources 
- Construction 
- Design, fashion and furniture 
- Advanced production 
- Digital technologies 
- Finance and fintech 
- Robot and drone technology 
- Animation, games and film 
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In addition to the smart specialization strategy, the Strategy for Denmark’s Digital Growth launched by 
the Ministry of Industry, Business and Financial Affairs in 2018 is of relevance. Especially the focus area 
concerning agile business-oriented regulation is pointed out because this involves the need for international 
cooperation on digital regulation. However, from the side of Denmark it is suggested that digitalisation 
might become a horizontal criterion for all projects supported by the NSR Programme, i.e. that they all 
incorporate up to date digital technologies/tools. 
 

Strategy for Denmark’s Digital Growth (Ministry of Industry, Business and Financial Affairs, 2018) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

Agile business-oriented regulation: 
- Digital technologies and new business models challenge regulation 
- Regulation in the digital area has international implications 

 

Developing the NSR work on smart specialisation 

Smart specialisation is not a term that is widely used in Denmark, which can in part explain why demand 
for projects in this area has been low in the current programme period. The areas of strength/focus 
areas of the strategy for business development are built around cluster development. The strategy 
highlights that as part of each focus area, cluster development is promoted with the goal to establish a 
privately funded national cluster organisation (anchored locally across the country). The strategy for 
tourism differs, as the public tourism promotion effort is in focus rather than cluster development. A 
focus on cluster development thereby can be seen to have potential. In general, the Danish PPG member 
stresses the need for a broad approach to PO1. 

RDI activities linked to challenge-driven fields of PO2 

The Danish position is to direct the Interreg funds as much as possible towards PO2. Especially in the 
focus areas of environmental technology and energy technology, it is possible to focus on challenge-
driven RDI activities linked to PO2.   

 PO2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 

The Danish position on PO2 is that all the Commission recommendations may be of relevance, and that 
the programme should be broad and able to encompass project proposals within a range of topics that are 
able to demonstrate clear added value from transnational cooperation. There is also seen to be potential 
in supporting pilot projects in the coming period. Significant in this regard is that e.g. political ownership 
of the project is ensured by including the right partners that are also willing to invest subsequently. 
However, in line with the overarching focus on reaching the ambitious climate target, the area of low 
emission/green solutions is of high priority. 

In December 2019, based on a broad political agreement, a Climate Act was passed in Denmark. The Act 
aims to establish an overall strategic framework for Denmark's climate policy with a view to transitioning 
to a low-emission society in 2050, i.e. a resource-efficient society with a renewable energy supply and 
significantly lower greenhouse gas emissions. According to the Act, by 2030 Denmark must reduce its 
greenhouse gas emissions by 70 per cent compared to the level in 1990. One of the planned initiatives is 
the establishing of an energy island in the North Sea and in the Baltic Sea respectively, which would be 
physical islands or platforms that act as a hub for electricity generation from surrounding offshore wind 
farms that are connected and distributed between North Sea/Baltic Sea countries. Feasibility studies are 
currently undertaken.  

The Danish Council on Climate Change provides recommendations on climate initiatives in the transition 
to a low-carbon society based on independent professional analyses centred on the overall objective for 
2050. The most recent report provides recommendations for how to achieve the 70 per cent target, 
including recommendations for more offshore wind, energy efficiency, RDI and demonstration of new 
technologies. 
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In June 2020, a broad political agreement was made, setting the direction for green transition of the 
energy sector and industry. According to the Agreement, Denmark will start establishing the energy islands 
before 2030. They will not only produce power, but also in time use technologies which can store or convert 
green power to green fuels (so-called “Power-to-X”). Funds will be allocated to support the development 
of solutions to capture CO2. State funding has also been allocated to establish a Power-to-X large-scale 
facility. This initiative is co-financed by the Netherlands.  

At national level, circular economy is also a strategic focus area. The Danish PPG member however points 
out that it should be investigated whether the support of circular economy systems in a transnational 
context has potential. A broad political agreement was made also for the area of waste and circular 
economy in June 2020. The ambition is that the Danish waste-sector will be climate neutral in 2030, and 
80 % of plastics waste will be separated from the waste-stream before incineration by 2030. An overview 
of climate policy in Denmark is found below. 

Climate Act (The Government, 2019) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

- Denmark to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 70 per cent in 2030 compared to the 
level in 1990 

- The Danish Council for Climate Change provides recommendations 

Climate Agreement for Energy and Industry, June 2020  
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

- Denmark will start establishing energy islands before 2030, one in the NSR and one in 
the BSR 

- Allocation of funds to support solutions to capture CO2 
- A state allocation with co-financing from the Netherlands to establish a Power-to-X large 

scale facility 
- Allocation of funds to support electrification and energy efficiency in industry, and funds 

to promote use of biogas and other green gases  
- Allocation of funds to support the green transition of transport, e.g. electric stands, 

heavy transport and ferries 
- Green tax reform plans underway in 2020 

Climate Plan for a Green Waste Sector and Circular Economy, June 2020 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

- increased and streamlining of waste sorting 
- flexible solutions for households and municipalities   
- Increased reuse of plastics waste  
- strengthening the reuse sector and businesses 
- less incineration and import of municipal waste 
- Increased plastics fee (agreed prior to June agreement) 

Promoting flagship projects is seen to have potential in the coming programme period. A concrete project 
idea (and potentially a flagship project) is during the programme period, once the expected planning of 
the energy island in the North Sea progresses, to develop a call for proposals for projects to work on 
transnational aspects of the energy island. Similar processes might be initiated in the context of the BSR 
and/or the cross-border programme for Øresund-Kattegat. 

Nature and environment policies are in place in Denmark. However, they are in many cases embedded in 
the government platform/foundation document which was launched by the new Government in the spring 
of 2019, or strategies/policy documents are underway. The policies which have been highlighted for 
Denmark are summarised in the table below. Other national policies of relevance for PO2 are listed in the 
table below. 

Biodiversity Strategy and Nature Conservation policies, June 2019 - June 2020 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

- The Government is currently revising the national Nature Conservation policies. It is likely 
that the new national strategy will coordinate with the new proposal for 2030 Biodiversity 
Strategy, published by the EU Commission, May 2020. 
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 A more connected Europe  

The Danish perspective on PO3 is in line with the Commission recommendations for the NSR programme. 
The Programme will not have enough funds for investments in physical transnational transport 
infrastructure. The “softer” transport related projects should always have a sustainability angle and can 
therefore be implemented under PO2. From the perspective of Denmark all future NSR programme 
measures in the area of transport should contribute to a reduction of CO2 emissions. This is in line, e.g. 
with the Climate Agreement for Energy and Industry (introduced under PO2). 

 

Nature Restoration supporting Water, Biodiversity and Climate goals/strategies 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

- By 2022, the national goal is to establish wetlands and lowland projects, corresponding to 
13,000 hectares of wetlands and 4,000 hectares of lowland projects. 

- Wetlands restoration is - since the 2nd Danish Water Action Plan, 1997 – used to reduce 
nutrient loads in the aquatic environment and fulfil the EU Nitrates Directive.  

- Nature restoration is also used to improve the conservation status of biodiversity on the EU 
Natura 2000 sites (Birds and Habitats Directives).  

- Restauration of agricultural land for nature preservation in order to reduce emissions of 
greenhouse gases from agriculture will be considered as a measure in Danish political 
negotiations on climate and agriculture in 2nd half of 2020. 

Water management 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

- Mapping of threats to Danish groundwater resources will be the basis for comprehensive 
measures to ensure better protection of groundwater for drinking water and to reduce use 
of pesticides  

- River Basin Management Plans were published in 2016 for the second cycle 2015-2021. The 
plans are being implemented, and the preparation of the plans for the third cycle has 
started. 

- As part of implementation, funding has been granted to establish wetlands, peatland 
restoration, and for afforestation on private land. Furthermore, targeted regulation of 
nitrogen discharge from farmland has been introduced to reduce discharges into vulnerable 
water bodies.  

Marine Strategy 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

- In 2017, Denmark published its programme of measures as part of implementation of the EU 
Marine Strategy Framework Directive. The programme of measures includes specific 
initiatives based on the environmental targets set in 2012. 

- A revised monitoring programme will follow in 2020, and the programme of measures will be 
updated in 2021.  

- The environmental targets will be updated in an updated Marine Strategy II, addressing 
different themes such as fisheries, eutrophication, contaminants, marine waste and 
underwater noise. They will also address the status for different species, such as fish, 
mammals and birds, as well as marine habitats. 

- Vulnerable natural Marine Natura 2000 sites such as stone reefs and bubbling reefs will be 
mapped and protected against destructive fishing in the marine Natura 2000 sites. 

Flood protection and Climate Resilience 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

- Policies are revised to ensure a stronger coordination of climate adaptation in relation to 
coastal protection  

- The Danish law on flooding is implementing the EU Directive on Flooding. National Risk 
Assessment is carried out by the Danish Coastal Authority and used to designate coastal 
areas and watercourses which are subject to risk of flooding. The Danish EPA and Coastal 
Authority has a joint taskforce assisting municipalities and water companies. 

- The municipalities carry out risk management plans and coordinate those with their spatial 
plans. the municipal water companies are responsible for implementing measures – such as 
investments in the water infrastructure.  

- Nature based solutions interacting with nature restoration, coastal sand nourishment, 
biodiversity and forestry management have become part of Danish climate resilience 
strategies and implementation.     
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The options to focus on digital connectivity/ICT infrastructure and improving access to TEN-T and 
sustainable cross-border/transnational mobility, according to Denmark should be prioritised under PO1 or 
PO2 if relevant. 

 PO4: A more social Europe  

The Danish position on PO4 is in line with the Commission’s position paper stating that social issues are 
more efficiently addressed in the context of regional and national policies and programmes, including the 
ESF programmes. Qualification of the work force and social inclusion (incl. enlargement of the workforce) 
are elements comprised by the Business Development Strategy (introduced under PO1). The qualification 
of the work force can be addressed through international initiatives. However, from the side of Denmark 
it is not seen to provide added value to include PO4 in the NSR Programme. 

For most of the specific objectives which are possible to include under PO4, the Danish position is that 
they may be relevant for cross-border programmes, but less relevant for transnational cooperation in the 
NSR. Issues involving the improvement of equal access to inclusive and quality services can be of relevance 
as part of PO5, in case this PO is included in the Programme. Enhancing the role of culture and tourism is 
also seen to have potential for transnational cooperation in the NSR, but as part of PO1 or PO5. 

 PO5: A Europe closer to citizens 

PO5 implies some uncertainties still, and from the side of Denmark there is interest in the urban-rural 
cohesion aspect in the policy objective. However, it is important that it is administratively easy for 
beneficiaries to manage, e.g. for small municipalities which might apply for this type of project. The Danish 
Business Authority stresses that they are not interested in using ITIs as a model for implementation, since 
it is their experience that the implementation of ITIs is too administratively complex.   

Especially the opportunity to support tourism development projects are highlighted under PO5, although 
it is also noted that tourism may be an opportunity under PO1. Therefore, the Danish PPG member is 
awaiting further guidelines from the Commission on the ambitions for transnational cooperation in the 
context of PO5. 
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Interviews: 

- Niels Bjerring Hansen, member of the PPG, Danish Business Authority 
- Axel Kristiansen, National Contact Point, Joint Secretariat of the North Sea Region Programme 

 

3.3 Germany  
 Introduction 

In Germany, the Partnership Agreement is currently being developed. Prior to the process of the 
Partnership Agreement, stakeholders in Germany started deliberating on the content of ETC and the design 
of future transnational programmes. The Federal Office for Building and Regional Planning initiated a 
project called ’Interreg: Spatial Effects of Transnational Cooperation and their Measurability’ in which the 
German Committee of the Programme (abbreviated to German Committee, in future reference) has taken 
part. This committee consists of representatives of all four federal states (Bremen, Hamburg, Lower 
Saxony, Schleswig-Holstein) and has developed the position paper, Priority objectives, actors and project 
types – potential for the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027 from a German perspective.’ 
It is a working document that brings together all these strands of discussion, building on the latest Council 
drafts of the proposals on the policy objectives. It takes into account the political agenda of the Von der 
Leyen Commission, especially on the Green Deal and the Just Transition. The paper also refers to the 
Orientation Paper for the North Sea Region Programme 2021-2027. 

Overall, the German Committee is of the opinion that the current architecture of the 2014-2020 
programme does not need substantial changes but could be continued with similar priorities in the coming 
programme. In the development of the programme, the German Committee stresses the need to look at 
the 2050 goals and try to find solutions to realise those.  

The German Committee is of the opinion that the future NSR Programme should more intensely involve 
local and regional authorities and citizens. The German Committee considers the POs 1, 2, 3 and 5 to 
contain topics that are suitable for this target group, provided that thematic projects are anchored in a 
local or regional strategy. Local and regional actors have a stake in creating the appropriate framework 
conditions for innovations (innovation eco-systems) and/ or in implementing them (capacity building). This 
presupposes that future projects have a strong focus on the implementation of project results and 
empowerment. Next, the German Committee proposes to address existing but underrepresented target 
groups more effectively (as e.g. social innovation stakeholder, actors in local partnerships, cultural 
stakeholders) and to continue developing new target groups, so to increase the effectiveness of the NSR 
Programme. The target groups should be identified from the evaluation of the programme. 

In response to Covid-19, the German Committee has the overall impression that regions need to become 
more resilient, in terms of social fabric, healthcare, public health. This should be looked at from an 
integrated (as opposed to sectoral) approach. Thus, not only being resilient in terms of healthcare, but 
also in terms an integrated territorial development. There are many possible crisis scenarios (e.g. financial 
crisis and climate change), so regions need to be more resilient in general. Overall, a point for discussion 
should be whether Interreg as a strategic programme should be more flexible in taking measures once a 
crisis is going on. For now, Interreg should take all measures possible to help projects to overcome crisis. 
There are thematic areas that can help in preventing and overcome future crisis, but also the economic 
effects of the current Covid-19 crisis. Several projects have been dealing with questions related to the 
pandemic already, mainly in networks and cooperation, and more generally by research facilities who want 
to find solutions. Lastly, in light of limited resources due to Covid-19, the future co-funding rate may need 
to be discussed.  

 



Scoping Study INTERREG NSR 2021-2027 North Sea Region Programme 

                        Page 28 of 77 

 ISO1: Better Interreg governance 

On synergies between programmes, the German Committee considers overlaps as being really valuable; 
there are logic overlaps between geographic programme areas of NWE (applying to be included), Baltic, 
Central Europe. Concerning the Baltic Sea Region Programme, many topics are similar (hazardous 
substance, ‘diamond project’) although the seas are different ecologically and therefore solutions often 
very different.  

It would be interesting to have synergy and joint actions between the different programmes. It could 
concern developing a common methodology for a project or using the results of a project and implement 
those elsewhere. It could also be about going from cross-border to transnational programmes to 
mainstream programmes or other way around. That is a point of discussion for the programme level, also 
taking into consideration whether the European Commission puts emphasis on this. 

 PO1: A smarter Europe 

The table below provides an overview of focus areas in 2014-2020 in the RIS3 strategies for the respective 
four German federal states. Lower Saxony has just presented its RIS3-strategy and Bremen’s strategy will 
be valid, until a new one will be approved. 

Focus areas in 2014-2020 RIS3 strategies 
 Lower Saxony Bremen Hamburg Schleswig Holstein 
Mobility x x x - 
Maritime economy x x - x 
Production technique x x x - 
New materials x x x - 
Agriculture and food x x - x 
Health / nutrition - - x - 
Life sciences x x x x 
Energy technology and systems x - x x 
Wind energy - x - - 
Hydrogen x - - - 
Digital economy x x - x 
Logistics - x - - 
Aerospace - x - - 

Concerning strength/focus areas, the German Committee points out three areas as being of special interest 
for cooperation in the NSR:  

 energy (hydrogen, wind energy) 
 maritime economy 
 mobility (incl., logistics, urban mobility)  
 digitalisation/ digital economy 

 
The German Committee would like to see digitalisation continued in PO1, as they find that main 
achievements of the current programme relate to digitalisation and supporting SMEs (to become more 
competitive and knowledge-based) and the public sector (to provide digital public services) and citizens 
(as end-users). Therefore, the implementation strategy ‘Shaping digitisation’ of the Federal Government 
is worth noting. It aims to shape the future of digital transformation that Germany will undertake in the 
coming years. The main goal of the strategy is to further increase the quality of life for all German citizens 
in order to be able to develop additional economic and ecological potential and secure social cohesion. In 
addition, the respective four federal states each have a digitalisation strategy. Bremen’s strategy is aimed 
at small- and medium-sized enterprises using digitalization towards applications in Industry 4.0, Robotics, 
Artificial Intelligence and 5G mobile communications. Hamburg’s Digital City Strategy targets several areas 
of which three are relevant: traffic/mobility, public administration and urban data. Lower Saxony’s 
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Digitisation Master Plan bases its strategy for digital transformation on an efficient infrastructure for all 
Lower Saxony.  

Developing the NSR work on smart specialisation 

For a continuation of efforts, the German Committee stresses the need to consider how technology changes 
society (instead of looking into sectors). Innovation is not only technically oriented, but also includes 
processes, services and social innovation. Thus, the German Committee would like to see cultural and NGO 
actors take part in the programme, in order to link their ideas to the greater economy. Overall, the German 
Committee considers innovation as a basic principle, which is primarily concerned with strengthening 
innovative capacity, and cannot be separated from many other topics: This applies above all to innovations 
with which the challenges of climate change can be met.  

In implementing PO1, the German Committee considers the addressing of SMEs to be a challenge and how 
they should be part of the programme. In the current programme they are a target group, more so than 
being partners. This is an ongoing debate, also considering how state aid is considered to be an obstacle. 
Sometimes this has to do with misunderstanding and thus it needs to be made clear for all partners and 
countries what the possibilities are. 

RDI activities linked to challenge-driven fields of PO2 

The German Committee is open for the option of promoting RDI activities in PO2 related fields, however 
the programme should not limit itself to RDI cooperation, as there are many more stakeholders and the 
programme is not mainly about RDI. Instead, the position is that the NSR should help to develop the 
enabling of investments, thus should be a motor for how to put investments into place. When it comes to 
the topic of greening transport, there could be linkages to the new PO1 (link to RDI/ innovation as 
sustainable mobility is closely linked to the introduction of new technologies, flanked by social innovations 
in the mobility sector) and to PO 2 as well. In order to develop and support green mobility and green 
transport solutions it will not be sufficient to make use of RDI activities only. The main priority is therefore 
to include PO3 in the new programme.  

 PO2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 

The German Committee considers all topics recommended by the Commission for PO2 as highly relevant 
to the northern German states. The most relevant national and regional strategies related to PO2 are 
presented in the table below. 

Climate Action Programme 2030 of the Federal Government 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

The Programme refers to a reduction of greenhouse gas levels by 55 percent below 1990 levels 
in 2030. Germany aims for net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 

Regional Climate Action Plans  
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

The action plans of the respective four federal states include priorities in the areas, like: 
- [Bremen, Hamburg:] extreme weather and natural disasters (rising temperatures and heat, 

heavy precipitation, shifting precipitation patterns and drought, storms and storm surges) 
- [Bremen, Hamburg, Schleswig-Holstein, Lower Saxony:] measures in the area of energy 

efficiency in buildings and decarbonization of heat generation, green transport 
- [Lower Saxony:] utilise full potential for energy efficiency and savings by 2050, while limiting 

the amount of agricultural land used 
- [Schleswig-Holstein:] resource management and efficiency, expansion of renewable energy 

Three areas are of special interest for cooperation in the NSR: 

 climate change, mitigation, protection and adaption  
 green transport 
 energy efficient buildings  
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 developing of (green) hydrogen economy - There are both a National and a Northern German 
Hydrogen Strategy. They focus on how to make better and more use of green hydrogen. 
Although not new as an idea, the roll-out and application of hydrogen remain a challenge.  

 
The German Committee considers North Sea Basin concepts and strategies a priority, i.e. themes like 
maritime spatial planning, offshore renewable energy, green harbours, which they would like to see 
continued in the coming programme. This also feeds into the importance of including transport as a policy 
objective for the programme.   

In general, PO2 topics have been evolving and the German Committee would like to see future projects 
evolve too, i.e. focusing on implementing results and build on those results. Also, a general aspect 
applicable to all priorities is that pilots are an important aspect of the programme. They should not only 
focus on testing ideas and concepts, but also on being more tangible for the public and useful as a basis 
for decision making. Concerning the overall discussion on types of projects, the German Committee urges 
to look at the entire set of projects which the programme currently has. There is not one type that is 
optimal; it depends on the outcome needed. Therefore, one should look at what works well, and project 
types should be combined. 

In Germany there are many local funding opportunities for sustainability measures on national level. This 
competition in funding schemes, makes it hard to convince stakeholders to go for EU funding. Therefore, 
for PO2 it is important to be distinctive, thus, there should be focus on the added value of transnational 
cooperation. The profiling of the programme should be different from science funding (like Horizon), 
instead providing a stage to promote innovation in one’s field of work and promote cooperation in general 
(more than funding alone). 

 PO3: A more connected Europe 

The German Committee considers it insufficient to explore how to incorporate PO3 into PO1 and PO2. 
Instead, the German Committee would like to prioritise the inclusion of PO3 in itself: the Committee is of 
the opinion that PO3 should be part of the future North Sea Region programme.  

More specifically, green (or sustainable) mobility should continue to be a priority objective in the future 
North Sea Programme, in contrast to the proposal in the Orientation Paper.  

The current Programme is very successful in promoting solutions for transport issues (18 out of 73 projects, 
and 11 out of 58 projects with German partners, deal with sustainable mobility) and should continue to do 
so.  

The North Sea Region transport profile concerns a significant number of European main ports that are 
based around the North Sea and the transport that is taking place to and from the ports. With regard to 
the sea basin, sustainable logistics and the connection of the coastal hinterland are among the 
characteristics of the programme area. This also includes the development potential in the corridors of the 
Trans-European Transport Networks: The transport structure of the North Sea Region is characterised by 
the fact that the larger cities serve as urban nodes in the long-distance transport network (for passengers 
and goods)/ TEN-T. Transport chains in long-distance traffic, including cross-border traffic, are therefore 
always dependent on well-functioning urban traffic (last mile, intermodal urban mobility, and innovative 
urban logistics). 

In addition, the cities and regions in Northern Germany (as well as in other regions of Europe) face two 
main transport challenges at the same time; namely to ensure the accessibility of peripheral rural areas 
and to shape an ecological and social transport turnaround. As such, the transport topic is not only 
regarded as a challenge for technical innovation (e.g. digitalisation, renewable fuels) and climate 
protection. In addition, it concerns behavioural change as a functional issue (modal shift, shared mobility, 
mobility as a service).  
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Generally, challenges for the region include logistics for harbour cities and hinterland connection, the shift 
from roads to other means such as waterways (linked to climate protection) and the issues of how to 
integrate urban rural connections and how to integrate mobility in a sustainable urban development. 

From a German perspective, the thematic challenges are as follows: 

 Development of climate-friendly logistics, especially in the area of ports and port-hinterland 
connectivity, but also in industrial parks and large shopping centres, including promoting the use 
of inland/urban waterways and better linkage with rail transport to reduce freight transport on 
road and increasing the efficiency of freight transport on road through intelligent route planning 
and fuel-efficient driving 

 Solutions for a sustainable connection of peripheral areas 
 Exchange of experience on socially just and environmentally friendly mobility in metropolitan 

regions, considering its connections to other rural and urban areas 
 Actions for sustainable multimodal urban mobility, application of advanced technologies and 

digitisation, development of behaviour-related innovations, such as shared mobility and co-
creation 

 Governance of emission-free and climate-neutral drive systems 
 Transfer of knowledge on a strategy-based (sustainable urban mobility plan, SUMP) socially just 

and ecological transport transformation in cities including strategies and applications of 
autonomous systems 

 The increasing volume of e-commerce deliveries, also as a result of the Covid-19 crisis, requires 
extended sustainable urban logistics concepts, including promotion of automated freight vehicles 
/e-mobility/cargo bikes for the last mile 

 Rethinking urban design and land use planning in order to promote space efficient transport, 
especially in dense neighbourhoods 

 Enhancing the cooperation and communication between key players (urban planners, architects, 
land-use planners, politicians, citizens) at the different planning levels to improve sustainable 
modes of transport and traffic infrastructure and cross-border public transport and to improve the 
safety of pedestrians, bikers and e-bikers along heavy transport routes and main crossroads 

 Improving the conditions for e-mobility users 
 
The German Committee is of the opinion that green (or sustainable) mobility should continue to be a 
priority objective in the future North Sea Programme, in contrast to the proposal in the Orientation Paper. 

A lot has been done on the transport theme and the German Committee wants these efforts to continue, 
not to invest directly in infrastructure but to prepare future investments. In addition, the European Green 
Deal puts the North Sea region as a major European transport hub into the spotlight for taking action 
towards a transition to environmental friendly transport (Verkehrswende) and for cooperation on an 
international level. The introduction of new transport solutions requires an integrated approach, broad 
social participation (e.g. co-creation, shared economy, mobility as a service) – here the North Sea 
programme has a special strength, which are the multilevel partnerships. 

The German Committee highlights that the link with the other policy objectives is necessary: Sustainable 
mobility is closely linked to the introduction of new technologies, going along with social innovations in the 
mobility sector, such as shared mobility and co-creation. As such, green mobility should follow an 
integrated approach (closely linked to all other POs 1, 2, 4 and 5) and help develop innovative mobility 
solutions to maintain and increase the efficiency of freight and passenger transport while avoiding negative 
effects (noise, air pollutants, CO2, land consumption, accidents and health damage).  

When it comes to digital connectivity and ICT, the German Committee finds that these challenges are very 
much interlinked to the questions of digitised services and the ability to access them, which very much 
goes along with the digitalisation of mobility services. Or in other words, the need to support the digitisation 
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of services is evident and goes along with the access to ICT infrastructures. The German stakeholders 
highlight that there is already a good track record of projects which provided knowledge-exchange and 
piloted good practices to improve the access to ICT infrastructure especially for remote and rural places. 
There are still places lacking sufficient access and Interreg should continue to help to find solutions which 
can be taken up in infrastructure plans. 

 PO4: A more social Europe 

The German Committee sees a role for the NSR Programme in relation to specific objectives 3-5 within 
PO4. The German Committee sees the need to consider culture and tourism and the resilience of health 
service to help overcome the impacts of the current pandemic and to be better prepared for the future. 
They also see the necessity to improve the situation for people, migrating to the North Sea region. 
Considering these issues, that the German Committee think should be covered by the new Programme, it 
should be discussed if this necessarily requires a direct link to PO4 in the new Programme. 

- SO3. Increasing the socio-economic integration of marginalised communities, migrants and 
disadvantaged groups, through integrated measures including housing and social services 
 
The German Committee would like to bring up the topic of supporting migration policy as a possible 
new topic for the new Programme. The German stakeholders consider the better integration of mobile 
EU citizens and employees on the European single market in the target countries to be a challenge 
that could be tackled under SO3s. This could be achieved though establishment and networking of 
counselling services aimed at that target group.  
Due to the freedom of movement and free choice of job, increasingly more mobile European workers 
are looking for jobs in the European single market. EU labour force from certain countries of origin 
(e.g. regions in Bulgaria and Romania) or from marginalized social groups (such as Roma) often have 
little knowledge of the legal, social, cultural and other framework conditions and the situation in the 
target regions and are therefore too often victims of exploitation and social fraud. This regularly leads 
to problematic situations in metropolitan areas such as Berlin, Dortmund, Bremen, Bremerhaven and 
many others, which are publicly scandalised.  
Transnational cooperation should therefore target instruction of the EU workforces for better 
integrating in their new working and social environment. In exchange with the European Labour 
Authority, strategies and instruments could be developed: Information campaigns, training programs 
and education strategies in the regions of origin; cooperation with local and regional social assistance 
in the regions of origin, networking and support of help structures on the EU level, networking of actors 
in the field of European Health Insurance. In pilot projects, the feasibility of the new concepts could 
be assessed.  
 

- SO4. Ensuring equal access to health care and fostering resilience of health systems, including primary 
care and promoting the transition from institutional to family- and community-based care 
 
The German Committee is of the opinion that social cohesion is not just a concept, but works well in 
many places around the North Sea has become particularly evident as the corona crisis excels. People 
and institutions stick together and look out for one another. The pandemic is however still ongoing and 
the full scale of its impact for the North Sea region, and especially its inhabitants, is not yet visible. 
The crisis has raised special attention to and concerns about our health care systems. Within European 
transnational cooperation, health care is not a new topic, but many aspects of the ongoing pandemic 
lead to new questions. Taking the current discussions about experiences and consequences into 
account, some of the main concerns are capacities and the well-being of (medical) personnel. 
Cooperation in the North Sea Region should therefore help to mobilise regional capacities needed to 
address a pandemic. It should also help to improve medical value and waste chains. Another main 
concern that needs attention is the improvement of the (working) situation of (medical) personnel 
dealing with pandemics. Projects should in general provide territorial approaches by taking 
geographical and institutional limitations that lead to (capacity) constraints into account. 
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- SO5. Enhancing the role of culture and tourism in economic development, social inclusion and social 

innovation 
 
The German Committee notes that both culture and tourism are important areas for the German 
Bundesländer participating in the North Sea programme. Tourism is an important driver for many local 
economies around the North Sea. The cities and regions involved have long-standing traditions and 
heritages, which attract visitors to learn more about them and to get first hand experiences. Proper 
management can foster intercultural dialogue, social inclusion and identity. The evolving cultural 
tourism has many links to the creative industries and has become a major economic driver for its 
development. The involvement of local communities in these developments leads to innovation 
processes for new solutions, which often go along with societal needs, as e.g. participation, equality 
and inclusion. Cultural tourism can be a motor to find new concepts for cities and regions to overcome 
and handle the Corona pandemic crisis, as clearly shown by the Interreg VB North Sea project CUPIDO. 
The importance of nature tourism highlighting the natural heritage of the North Sea region needs to 
be mentioned in addition. The brand of the UNESCO World-Heritage for the Wadden Sea is a good 
example illustrating the importance for economic development, as evidently shown by the Interreg VB 
North Sea Region project PROWAD-Link. The new programme should therefore help cities and regions 
in the North Sea region to develop new concepts for cultural and natural tourism that a) take the 
lessons learned by the pandemic into account and b) to become more resilient and quality oriented 
and to foster identity. 

 PO5: A Europe closer to citizens 

According to the German Committee, the focus of PO5 leads to an integrated territorial approach. PO5 
could thus be an umbrella for the programme, to move away from a sectoral approach. It assists in 
integrating peoples’ wants and needs and lets people engage with projects and activities in their regions 
and cities (a neighbourhood approach). Being place-based should not be a challenge for the programme, 
as stakeholders are place-based already, and thus it could fit the NSR Programme well. In order to get a 
more place-based approach, the programme should question: for whom do we do the projects? Who are 
the end users? This is already done in the field of urban development on themes like mobility and 
construction projects, and in developing policy with citizens. The interviewees highlight three current NSR 
Programme projects as relevant, i.e. “Empower 2.0”, “Stronger Combined”, and “2Imprezs”. 

Tourism and cultural heritage as part of PO5 would be valuable. Overall, the German Committee sees 
citizens involvement and engagement as the driver for the programme. 

 List of references 
 
Documents (as provided by the German Committee): 

- Territorial Agenda 2030 (draft summary) 
https://territorialagenda.eu/files/agenda_theme/agenda_data/Revisions%20-
%20Draft%20documents/Shortversion_191211-public.pdf  

- Concepts and Strategies for Spatial Development in Germany 
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/Raumentwicklung/RaumentwicklungDeutschland/Leitbilder/leitb
ildbroschuere-englisch.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=7  

- Impacts of Transnational Cooperation in Interreg B:  
o https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/Veroeffentlichungen/ministerien/BMVI/VerschiedeneThe

men/2017/wirkungen-interreg-b-praxisleitfaden-eng-dl.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2  
o https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/Veroeffentlichungen/ministerien/BMVI/VerschiedeneThe

men/2017/wirkungen-interreg-b-eng-dl.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=3  
- RIS3 strategies:  
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o Land und Stadt Bremen 
https://www.wirtschaft.bremen.de/sixcms/media.php/13/Innovationsprogramm_2020___LO
W.pdf  

o Hamburg 
https://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/4612440/f4fbf213d2c3e9136e83337595f52821/data/r
egionale-innovationsstrategie-hamburg.pdf  

o Niedersachsen https://www.mb.niedersachsen.de/download/95173/RIS3-
Strategie_Niedersachsen.pdf 

o Schleswig Holstein https://www.schleswig-
holstein.de/DE/Fachinhalte/F/foerderprogramme/MWAVT/Downloads/regionale_innovationsst
rategieNEU.pdf;jsessionid=67EB982FDD59C65457A02B6005242227.delivery1-
replication?__blob=publicationFile&v=1  

- Digitalisation: 
o National digitalisation strategy 

https://www.bundesregierung.de/resource/blob/992814/1605036/61c3db982d81ec0b46985
48fd19e52f1/digitalisierung-gestalten-download-bpa-data.pdf?download=1 

o Bremen/ Bremerhaven https://www.digitalisierung-bremen.de/wp-
content/uploads/2017/10/Standort_der_digitalen_Kompetenzen_web.pdf 

o 5G-Modellprojekt “A27 Bremen-Niedersachsen“/ Bremerhaven 
https://sitzungsdienst.bremerhaven.de/ratsinfo/bremerhaven/21783/Vm9ybGFnZW5kb2t1b
WVudCAob2VmZmVudGxpY2gpIA==/14/n/168904.doc  

o Hamburg https://static.hamburg.de/fhh/epaper/digitalstrategie/#0; Urban Data Platform 
http://www.urbandataplatform.hamburg/; Masterportal 
https://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/11216962/28e8062f125b3f8d2cf5ccd01bfdaee3/data/
d-vereinbarung-zur-implementierungspartnerschaft-masterportal.pdf; Building Information 
Management 
https://bim.hamburg.de/contentblob/13074194/352fc834c2740ad4c96f3fd1d637ff25/data/d
-01-pfromm-cdo-from-bim-to-digital-twin.pdf  

o Niedersachsen 
https://www.mw.niedersachsen.de/download/135324/Masterplan_Digitalisierung_Niedersach
sen.pdf 

- Other PO1 related strategy documents: 
o Land und Stadt Bremen: 

 Fachprogramme Wirtschaft: Strukturkonzept Land Bremen 2020; Clusterstrategie 
2020; Innovationsprogramm 2020 (z.Zt. Aktualisierung); Maritimer Aktionsplan; 
Masterplan Industrie https://www.wirtschaft.bremen.de/wirtschaft/fachprogramme-
9880    

 Fortschreibung Strategie für Industrie und Innovation: Positionspapier “Schlüssel zu 
Innovationen” https://www.wirtschaft.bremen.de/innovation/industrie_und_cluster-
9903   

 Wissenschaftsplan 2025 https://www.wissenschaft-haefen.bremen.de/wissenschaft-
51748   

o Hamburg: https://www.buergerschaft-
hh.de/parldok/dokument/61525/errichtung_von_innovationsparks_und_ausbau_der_innovati
ons_und_startup_foerderung_zur_staerkung_des_wissenschafts_und_innovationsstandortes
_hamburg.pdf  

o Niedersachsen: https://www.niedersachsen.de/2030/auftrag_handlungsfelder/  
- Climate action: 

o National 
https://www.bundesregierung.de/resource/blob/975226/1679914/e01d6bd855f09bf05cf749
8e06d0a3ff/2019-10-09-klima-massnahmen-data.pdf?download=1 

o Land und Stadt Bremen:  
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 Klimaanpassungsstrategie 
https://www.bauumwelt.bremen.de/klimaschutz/klima_und_energie/klimaanpassung
-30373 

 Klimaschutz- und Energieprogramm 
https://www.bauumwelt.bremen.de/klimaschutz/klima_und_energie-23468   

o Hamburg 
https://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/9051304/754a498fcf4e4bbf9516e1f9a99e2bfe/data/d
-21-2521-hamburg-climate-plan.pdf 

o Niedersachsen Klimaschutzgesetz 
https://www.niedersachsen.de/download/116752/Niedersaechsisches_Gesetz_zur_Foerderun
g_des_Klimaschutzes_und_zur_Anpassung_an_die_Folgen_des_Klimawandels_Niedersaechsi
sches_Klimagesetz_Nds._KlimaG_.pdf 

o Schleswig Holstein https://www.schleswig-
holstein.de/DE/Fachinhalte/K/klimaschutz/energiewendeKlimaschutzgesetz.html  

- Green transition: 
o National Wasserstoffstrategie der Norddt. Küstenländer 

https://www.wirtschaft.bremen.de/detail.php?template=20_search_d&search%5Bsend%5D
=true&lang=de&search%5Bvt%5D=norddeutsche+wasserstoffstrategie  

o Stadt Bremerhaven: 
 Green economy strategy https://www.bis-

bremerhaven.de/wirtschaftsstandort/green-economy.98316.html  
 Greenports Strategie von Bremenports https://www.bis-

bremerhaven.de/wirtschaftsstandort/green-economy.98316.html  
 Wasserstoffcluster ab 2020  

 https://sitzungsdienst.bremerhaven.de/ratsinfo/bremerhaven/20548/Vm9yb
GFnZW5kb2t1bWVudCAob2VmZmVudGxpY2gpIA==/14/n/158776.doc     

 https://www.bremerhaven.de/de/aktuelles/magistrat-stellt-weichen-fuer-
ausbau-von-wasserstoffproduktion-in.96417.html     

 https://www.bremische-
buergerschaft.de/dokumente/wp19/land/protokoll/P19L0082.pdf   

o Niedersachsen https://www.niedersachsen.de/2030/auftrag_handlungsfelder/  
- Circular economy and waste 

o Hamburg Umweltfreundliche Produktentwicklung 
https://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/4401944/42e5a14c3c98a1260cb80bab0a8ba80f/data/
schlaglichter-broschuere.pdf; Abfallwirtschaftsgesetz http://www.landesrecht-
hamburg.de/jportal/portal/page/bshaprod.psml?showdoccase=1&doc.id=jlr-
AbfWGHA2005rahmen&st=lr  

- Nature/ environmental management 
o Stadt Bremerhaven Strategie für die weitere ökologische Entwicklung der öffentlichen 

Grünflächen 
https://sitzungsdienst.bremerhaven.de/ratsinfo/bremerhaven/21644/Vm9ybGFnZW5kb2t1b
WVudCAob2VmZmVudGxpY2gpIA==/14/n/167702.doc  

o Hamburg: 
 Green, inclusive, growing city by the water - Perspectives on Urban development 

https://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/4357518/9ac11792edd8de17e3119e1396474
718/data/broschuere-perspektiven-englisch).pdf 

 Hamburger Gründachstrategie 
https://www.bfn.de/fileadmin/BfN/klimawandel/Dokumente/ECBCC2015/2015-11-
18/Session4/Bornholdt_-_Green_roof_strategy_Hamburg.pdf  

 https://www.hamburg.de/landschaftsprogramm/   
o Niedersachsen https://www.niedersachsen.de/2030/auftrag_handlungsfelder/  

- Water: 
o Hamburg Rain InfraStructure Adaption https://www.risa-hamburg.de/english/  
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- Transport: 
o Stadt und Land Bremen:  

 Verkehrsentwicklungsplan Bremen 
https://www.bauumwelt.bremen.de/mobilitaet/verkehrsentwicklungsplan-5586   

 Masterplan Green City Bremen 
https://www.bauumwelt.bremen.de/mobilitaet/nachhaltige_mobilitaet/masterplan_gr
een_city_bremen-78065    

 Masterplan Binnenschifffahrt https://www.wissenschaft-
haefen.bremen.de/schifffahrt-9922    

 Hafenkonzept 2020/25 https://www.wissenschaft-haefen.bremen.de/haefen-9921 
o Stadt Bremerhaven Gesamtstädt Radverkehrskonzept 

https://radfahreninbremerhaven.de/Radverkehrskonzept.pdf  
o Hamburg: 

 Intelligent Transport System (ITS) Strategy https://itsworldcongress.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/05/190520_ITS-Broschu%CC%88re-eng_final.pdf  

 Mobilitätsprogramm https://www.hamburg.de/bvm/mobilitaetsprogramm/ 
o Niedersachsen https://www.mw.niedersachsen.de/startseite/themen/verkehr/verkehr-

146322.html  
- PO5: 

o Land und Stadt Bremen: 
 Leitbild Bremen (Land) 2030, sektorübergreifend https://zukunft.bremen.de/  
 Tourismusstrategie 2025 

https://www.wirtschaft.bremen.de/wirtschaft/fachprogramme-9880  
o Stadt Bremerhaven: 

 Tourismuskonzept der Stadt Bremerhaven 2025 
https://www.bremerhaven.de/sixcms/media.php/94/Tourismuskonzept+Bremerhave
n+2025.pdf  

 Leitbild des Klimastadtbüros https://klimastadt-
bremerhaven.de/klimastadtbuero/leitbild   

 Lokaler Teilhabeplan 
https://www.bremerhaven.de/sixcms/media.php/94/20161031+Master+Evaluation+
2016+LM+UP.pdf  

o Hamburg: 
 Neue Planungskultur entwickeln - Einrichtung einer Hamburger Stadtwerkstatt 

(Drucksache 20/278) http://suche.transparenz.hamburg.de/dataset/einrichtung-
einer-hamburger-stadtwerkstatt-sowie-stellungnahme-zu-dem-ersuchen-der-buer-
20-1725?forceWeb=true 

 Senatsdrucksache “Zeitgemäßes Planrecht schaffen. Bürgerbeteiligung sichern” 
(Drucksache 21/4854) https://www.buergerschaft-
hh.de/parldok/dokument/65103/bereitstellung_einer_geodatenbasierten_online_anw
endung_zur_beteiligung_der_buergerinnen_und_buerger_an_planungsvorhaben_zug
leich_stellungnahme_des_se.pdf   

o Niedersachsen  
 https://www.mw.niedersachsen.de/download/93732/Strategischer_Handlungsrahme

n_fuer_die_Tourismuspolitik_auf_Landesebene.pdf  
 https://www.niedersachsen.de/2030/auftrag_handlungsfelder/  

 
Interviews: 

- Carsten Westerholt (Lower Saxony), head and chair of the German Committee of the North Sea 
Region programme, therefore having a permanent position in the PPG. 

- Peter Krämer (Free Hanseatic City of Bremen), based at Ministry for Climate Protection, the 
Environment, Mobility, Urban and Housing Development and responsible for European territorial 
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cooperation for Ministry and city state [Many stakeholders work on a local level; this is a distinctive 
feature of Bremerhaven and Bremen, as it is a city state.]; member of the German Committee 

 

3.4  Netherlands  
 Introduction 

Prior to the new programme period an inter-governmental working group started in 2017 with the 
preparations, including the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, Ministry of Infrastructure and 
Water Management, the 12 provinces, municipalities, and water authorities. As an outcome, a joint position 
paper was written. In the paper it is stated that the ESIF funds should be more focused on the major 
societal challenges. This relates to issues which can be more effectively tackled together at the European 
level, rather than only at the national, regional, or local level. Therefore, a strategy is needed to implement 
the individual EU instruments, which will create greater coherence and synergy between the various EU 
instruments. This strategy should be mission focused and thus go a step further than merely identifying 
relevant themes or topics. 

In September 2019, the National Advisory Committee (NAC), the ministries, the provinces and the water 
authorities elaborated on the important themes and priorities. Although a shared focus has not been 
defined yet, the general point of view is to have a greater emphasis on the theme “A Greener Europe”, 
where innovation (also in the context of societal development) could play an important role. For instance, 
all provinces unanimously support the Green Deal and the ESIF should be seen within this context. 

Overall, the interviewees from the Netherlands agree with the Orientation Paper recommendations of the 
Commission. However, they wish to have a more prominent place for transport in the NSR Programme. 
For the Netherlands transport related issues including urban mobility are important in a transnational 
context, but these could be placed under PO2. The same accounts for social projects, e.g. social inclusion, 
that could be placed under PO1 and PO2. The Green Deal is an important topic with ambitious objectives 
and should be integrated in the programme. The Netherlands places a lot of emphasis on the importance 
of “A Greener Europe” under PO2. The request thereby is that the POs are not too restricted or divided. 
The interviewees from the Netherlands would like to see a broad defined scope for topics mentioned in 
PO1 and PO2. Combining specific objectives will help to get projects with a broader scope of sustainable 
or innovative themes. 

The Netherlands have expressed their interest in having the entire Netherlands as part of the coming NSR 
Programme. For ERDF purposes, the Netherlands are divided into four regions: west, east, north, and 
south. Currently, only the north and parts of east and west Netherlands are included in the NSR area. 
Although not all Dutch provinces are geographically located at the North Sea shores, for the whole country 
there is a link with the coastal areas. For knowledge and research institutions it would be of great value to 
be eligible in the whole of the Netherlands, because they operate on country level and are sometimes 
headquartered just outside the NSR geography.  

 ISO1: Better Interreg Governance 

On a country level, there is an overlap in the Netherlands between Interreg NSR and Interreg NWE, but 
also with the Interreg A programmes. The programmes could benefit from overlapping themes by 
organising meetings or events for exchange of ideas and experiences. The knowledge circles that arise at 
project level, partly because each programme organises its own meetings, can be deepened by organising 
a joint event of programmes. A combination between Interreg and LIFE can also be very valuable. 
Additionally, it is important to keep SMEs interested. Despite being difficult due to, among other things, 
the long application and decision time (endangering the innovation potential of their product or idea) and 
the high level of competitiveness of their products and ideas.  
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 PO1: A smarter Europe 

The Dutch mission-driven Top Sectors and innovation policy is a partnership between seven ministries and 
innovative entrepreneurs and knowledge institutions to tackle societal challenges and to strengthen the 
competitive position of the Netherlands. The aim of these missions is to put societal challenges at the 
forefront of innovation policy in the longer term. Within this policy, the social themes agriculture, water & 
food, health & care, energy transition & sustainability and safety are central. The top sectors have drawn 
up Knowledge and Innovation Agendas (KIAs) for 2020-2023. The further development of smart 
specialisation is in line with the changes in national policy and aims to provide an impulse in the five major 
societal transitions. In the context of transnational cooperation, especially climate and energy related 
topics are interesting. Thereby, decentralised authorities could play a role as launching customer. 

Within the Netherlands there are four regions with different areas of strength highlighted in their smart 
specialisation strategies. But all regions share the importance of the ‘Green deal’ which may be even more 
important than innovation. The regional innovation strategies for smart specialisation (RIS3) related to 
‘Green’ provide a good base for transnational cooperation in European and the NSR (energy, circularity, 
and climate adaptation). Transnational cooperation in these would benefit from sharing existing policies 
and approaches instead of reinventing them. Within all regions Digitisation is a horizontal theme. 

Priorities RIS3 from 
regions Netherlands 

Transition 
Region 
North 

Region 
South 

Region 
West 

Region 
East 

Health Closer to the citizens x x  x 
 Prevention x   x 
 Nutrition  x  x 
 Life science – e-health x x x  
Food Agriculture x  x x 
 Nutrition  x x  
 Bio-based materials     
Water   x x  
Bio-based economy    x  
Waste    x  
Energy Renewable x x x  
 Hydrogen x x x  
Tech Circular x x  x 
 Clean    x 
Security Cyber security   x x 
Mobility Mobility logistics   x  
Raw materials  x x  x 
AI  x x x x 

The Dutch government has launched its Digitalisation Strategy 2 in 2018. The digitalisation strategy is 
cross-sectoral and includes also a more progressive and flexible industry. The objectives are three-fold: 
(1) The Netherlands want to be frontrunner in Europe with testing grounds for digital innovation, (2) Digital 
inclusiveness for both the labour market and society and (3) Privacy protection and careful deployment of 
data and sharing of data. 

Developing the NSR work on smart specialisation  

The current priority theme, connected to the new PO1, is Thinking Growth. Dutch partners are strongly 
involved in this theme. For example, the project SCORE, that aims to increase efficiency and quality of 
public services in cities through smart and open data-driven solutions or LIKE, that works on the answer 
on ’How we can use digital improvements to innovate our public service delivery?’ Another example is 
Future By Design, that will create a virtual transnational horizon-scanning and knowledge transfer (HSKT) 
hub connecting 6 hubs in the partner regions to support sustainable SME growth, innovation and 
productivity. 
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RDI activities linked to challenge-driven fields of PO2  

The Netherlands aim to have a focus on implementation of developed solutions in the next programme 
period. Thereby, universities should be involved for activities such as monitoring or analysing data. Indeed, 
transnational RDI activities could be valuable for the topics under PO2, e.g. within the wastewater industry, 
but RDI is not a specific aim of Interreg. Most Dutch regions would like to focus more on investments or 
pilots, e.g. launching customers for SMEs innovations. 

 PO2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 

The Dutch interviewees highlight that the current NSR Programme is very much result-driven which should 
gain tons of CO2 reduction. The new programme objectives, however, are more impact driven. The 
descriptions offer more room for social impact and circular programmes that create impact. Although the 
impact may not always be measurable, it can be described that impact has been created. Added value 
within the NSR priorities is present within all of them. Concerning the North Sea and having a North Sea 
strategy, this could be an interesting opportunity. However, this will be more difficult without the UK.  

In the table below, relevant Dutch policies related to a greener, lower carbon Europe are shown.  

Strategy Netherlands Explanation Thematic areas of strategies 
related to low-carbon objectives 

1 Climate agreement 2019 Sectoral action plans for the 
Netherlands in the context of the 
climate agreement Paris 2015. 

Built environment, mobility, agriculture, 
industry, land use, electricity  

2 Green Deals Interactive approach from the Dutch 
government to stimulate sustainable 
and innovative initiatives. 

Construction, nutrition, energy, 
mobility, biodiversity, biobased 
economy, raw materials, climate, water 

3 Operational Programme 
Circular Economy 2019-2023 

First plans towards a full circular 
economy in the Netherlands in 2050. 

Biomass and nutrition, plastic, 
manufacturing industry, construction, 
consumables 

 

The Netherlands would like the new programme to provide the opportunity of phasing out current 
conventional and implement new technologies that fit in circular economy systems. Interreg, but also LIFE 
or other (national) programmes, could offer solutions where the current linear system is no longer 
sufficient, and internalize environmental and social costs in the value chain. The pillar Greener Europe 
provides opportunities for nature and agriculture to initiate demonstration projects on a transnational or 
international level (Interreg B-programmes and Interreg Europe), both in rural areas and the urban 
landscape. Examples of these are the greening of new residential areas and business parks. The 
Netherlands will search for solutions in combination with other important themes, e.g. water, energy, and 
social challenges. Thereby, the keywords are multiple solutions, integral use of space and nature-based 
solutions. 

The next programme period should meet the needs of society and citizens and validate/implement 
developed solutions in pilot and demonstration projects of the current programme period. Although the 
NSR Programme is not specifically meant for large upscaling and implementation of technologies, there is 
an opportunity to relate this with policy contexts and stimulate these with financial incentives. This would 
leave more room for creative and experimental initiatives, e.g. joint tendering, sustainable procurement 
policies, and CO2 pricing. From the side of the Netherlands it is proposed to further develop CE-concepts. 
Social innovation is an important factor in these. Further, new CO2 standards can be established through 
applying new instruments such as the ‘CO2 performance ladder and the ‘environmental barometer’.  

Water is an important connector for Netherlands in the NSR. The Water authorities ask to pay special 
attention to the following topics related to water and water management: climate change effects and 
extremes; biodiversity, nature restoration and health; international cooperation and governance; and 
optimization of water-use and reuse. 
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The Dutch interviewees highlight that the current NSR Programme is very much result-driven which should 
gain tons of CO2 reduction. The new programme objectives, however, are more impact driven. The 
descriptions offer more room for social impact and circular programmes that create impact. Although the 
impact may not always be measurable, it can be described that impact has been created. Added value 
within the NSR priorities is present within all of the focus areas recommended by the Commission.  

 PO3: A more connected Europe 

Access to TEN-T and sustainable cross-border/transnational mobility is promoted by the Netherlands. The 
connection from TEN-T corridors to the regions is seen to have high potential. Sustainable transport is also 
a big issue. However, according to the Dutch interviewees, a good share of PO3 is already covered by 
other EU programmes. The Netherlands does not prioritise the inclusion of PO3 in the programme but wish 
to include the promotion of sustainable multimodal urban mobility as a topic under PO1 and PO2. In the 
RIS-3 strategies sustainable mobility and transport is a recurrent theme. 

The Netherlands do not envision potentials for including a focus on digital connectivity/ICT infrastructure. 
With regards to the NSR programme 2014-2020, different topics need to be continued or need further 
development. Among these are urban mobility, the last mile to reach public transport as well as smart 
transport options such as shared electric vehicles for rural areas. 

 PO4: A more social Europe 

The Netherlands endorse the topics of PO4 as very important, but most of them are already tackled 
somewhere else in EU-programmes. To avoid too many policy objectives with a limited budget, the Dutch 
interviewees do not prioritise PO4. The Netherlands do not envision a need for transnational cooperation 
on topics such as quality employment, education, skills, social inclusion, and equal access to healthcare. 
These kinds of topics fit better in the Interreg-A programmes. Enhancing the effectiveness of labour 
markets and access to quality employment through developing social innovation and infrastructure are 
important to maintain the Dutch knowledge-infrastructure but are already covered within PO1. Some 
projects although have been started for ensuring equal access to health care and fostering resilience of 
health systems. These include primary care and promoting the transition from institutional to family- and 
community-based. The Netherlands see potentials in enhancing the role of culture and tourism in economic 
development, social inclusion, and social innovation. These topics and especially tourism as a major 
economic sector are very interesting. However, regional promoting and marketing are currently at 
minimum level because of current COVID-19 issues. Other topics referring to education, lifelong learning 
and disadvantaged groups are recognised as being very important but not as a sustainable problem for 
the NSR programme. Moreover, other EU programmes such as Erasmus+ and ESF already cover these 
types of issues. 

 PO5: A Europe closer to citizens 

According to the Netherlands, Community-led Local Development (CLLD) may have potential to a certain 
degree in NSR cooperation. Not as an instrument, but to have this type of organisations participating in 
transnational projects. Citizen’s initiatives may have an important contribution to different transitions, e.g. 
energy, raw materials, agriculture and for people taking responsibility for their own region. It is already in 
place in rural areas and on small scale initiatives. For instance, farmers cooperating with the water 
authorities to regulate the ground water level, local energy cooperatives, or shared water heat pumps.  

Another aspect is the creation of citizens’ support, inclusiveness, and legitimacy of the government action. 
Issues relating to energy, climate and environment generally resonates stronger with people with higher 
education. There are many citizen groups that do not recognize themselves in the projects. By clarification 
and explanation that the energy is not only for the drivers of electric vehicles, the NSR Programme could 
contribute to a better understanding and involvement of these citizens groups. Try to reach out to all 
societal strata. 
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3.5 Norway 
 Introduction 

In Norway, the government has not taken an official position regarding which priorities for the new 
programme period should be given more weight. However, policy objectives 1 and 2 are considered as 
relevant objectives together with PO5. 

For PO1 efforts to develop on research and innovation on the greening of industries and the green deal 
are considered as beneficial. National authorities point to a focus on sustainable development, 
environmental issues, greenhouse gas reduction and climate adaption, flood detection, and greening of 
transportation, which are all linked to PO2. There is an expectation within the administration that this will 
be discussed by politicians sometime in the close future and a national position regarding the weighting of 
the different policy objectives will be made. 

Norway has decided to participate in the ETC programmes; however, it has been decided to limit the 
geographical scope. For the NSR Programme, it entails that the two Northernmost counties (Nordland and 
Troms and Finnmark) are excluded from the programme area. Programme funding has not yet been 
allocated; however, the government has signalled that the county administrations need to prepare for 
budget cuts compared to the current programme period. 

 ISO1: Better Interreg governance 

To ensure synergies between ETC programmes the government through the sub-committees is trying to 
reduce the number of overlapping projects, or projects that focus on the same issue across programmes. 
This is a measure to not fund the same types of projects twice. Alternatively, the discussions in the national 
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sub-committees may also be to raise awareness of seemingly similar projects, so as to clarify reasons for 
funding both. 

For the Norwegian government, the programmes considered as relevant for the NSR to coordinate with 
are those with a geographical overlap, primarily to reduce overlapping projects and coordinate projects 
that focus on the same issues. For instance, Interreg Öresund-Kattegat-Skagerrak and the Interreg 
Sweden-Norway programme. 

The amount of time it takes from project applications to project approval is seen as a constraint by both 
project applicants and administrators. Currently, discussions are held regarding whether to establish new 
routines as a measure to shorten the duration between a submitted project application to a formal decision. 

 PO1: A smarter Europe 

The Norwegian Ministry of local Government and Modernisation has recently developed a national guide 
for smart specialisation as a method for regional development. The guide was developed at the request of 
the Norwegian counties to promote smart specialisation. Both the counties, The Research Council of 
Norway and Innovation Norway were giving input to the development of the guide. The guide is also 
inspired by Guide to Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation, RIS 3 (Foray et al.2012)  

According to the interviewees the areas potentially most benefitting from transnational cooperation are 
maritime and marine industries, the green transition, and the oil and gas industry.  

The table below gives an overview of smart specialisation strategies/ regional plans for Norwegian counties 
that have updated strategies with focus areas considered relevant for cooperation in the NSR. 

Focus areas Smart specialisation strategies, county level 
Agder 
county 

Entrepreneurship, 
wealth creation 
and innovation 

Agriculture and 
marine industries 

   

Møre og 
Romsdal 
county 

Maritime sector Marine sector Petroleum sector 
– green transition 

Sustainability  

Buskerud 
(Merged 
into Viken 
county) 

Regional 
attractiveness – 
Tourism 

Existing 
technology in 
new applications 

Energy, climate 
and environment 

  

 

Due to the local and regional reform implemented at the start of the year not all counties have developed 
new regional research, development and innovation plans linked with smart specialisation. Several 
counties are in the process of developing new regional plans for research, development and innovation to 
be launched by the end of 2020/beginning of 2021 23 . In these plans smart specialisation focus 
areas/strategies will be developed. The following counties have not yet established smart specialisation 
strategies: Rogaland, Vestland (formerly Hordaland and Sogn og Fjordane counties), Vestfold og Telemark, 
Oslo, Viken (formerly Buskerud, Akershus and Østfold), Innlandet (formerly Hedmark and Oppland 
counties).  

 

23 The framework for regional planning in Norway is given through the Planning and building Act. Through the Planning and building Act the counties are 
given the role as regional developers and therefore are the ones who develop regional strategies for smart specialisation. The smart specialisation strategies 
are developed based on this law, and therefore they are referenced not as strategies, but regional plans.  
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The table below gives an overview over counties with regional plans that have industry and technology 
specific focus areas linked to various regional advantages and industrial specialisations relevant for the 
NSR. These focus areas have not been developed using smart specialisation methodology. The majority of 
the plans/ focus areas below are subject to change once new regional plans with smart specialisation 
strategies are implemented by the end of 2020/ 2021.  

Focus areas regional plans, county level 
Telemark 
county-(Merged 
into Vestfold & 
Telemark 
county) 

Regional 
attractiveness – 
Tourism 

Environmental 
technology and 
renewable 
energy 

Innovation 
environments 
and collaborative 
arenas 

  

Vestfold county 
– (Merged into 
Vestfold & 
Telemark 
county) 

Regional 
attractiveness – 
Tourism 

Water 
technology / 
industry 

Micro / nano / 
electronics 
industry 

Transition to 
green wealth 
creation  

 

Østfold county 
(Merged into 
Viken county) 

Regional 
attractiveness – 
Tourism 

Environmental 
focus and 
renewable 
energy 

   

Hedmark 
(Merged with 
Oppland to 
form Innlandet 
county) 

Regional 
attractiveness – 
Tourism 

Climate and 
environment 

Increased focus 
on bio economy 
– circular 
economy 

  

Oppland 
(Merged with 
Hedmark to 
form Innlandet 
county) 

Regional 
attractiveness – 
Tourism 

Reduction of 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (new 
means of 
production, 
development of 
new tech, higher 
usage of 
renewable 
resources, re-
use and circular 
economy)   

Increased focus 
on bio economy 
– circular 
economy 

  

Trøndelag 
county 

Bio economy  Circular 
economy 

Smart societies - 
digitalisation 

Experience 
economy 
(regional 
attractiveness,  

Marine sector 
(bio-marine 
resources, 
fishing, 
renewable ocean 
energy, oil and 
gas, fish 
farming, 
industrial 
processing, 
shipping, marine 
and maritime 
industries)  
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Rogaland 
county 

Innovation and 
structures for 
innovation  
 

Internationalisati
on – Increased 
focus on 
international 
markets, more 
resilient 
cooperation 
regarding 
research and 
development   

Natural 
resources –  
Increased 
sustainability in 
industry and 
energy 
production 

  

Hordaland 
county 

Sustainable and 
climate friendly 
development  
(Reduce 
greenhouse gas 
emissions from 
transportation 
and energy 
supply) 

Cooperation in a 
strong western 
region  
(Increased 
European 
impact, 
increased focus 
on digitalisation) 

   

More og 
Romsdal county 

Wealth creation 
in the marine 
sector 

Transition to a 
fossil fuel free 
economy 

   

Oslo and 
Akershus 
counties 

A joint plan for innovation not focused on regional advantages and specialisations, it has a more 
general focus with an emphasis on business and technology neutral focus areas 

 

Developing the NSR work on smart specialisation 

From the perspective of the interviewees, the achievements that are being highlighted during the current 
programme period are primarily attributed to an increased capacity for innovation compared to the last 
period. There has also been an increase in good partnerships. The focus has shifted towards finding more 
relevant partners for projects and linking them to relevant governmental authorities. This focus on good 
partnerships is caused by a shift from supply-driven projects to more demand-driven projects. According 
to the interviewees, this has also been the main challenge regarding PO1.  

Smart specialisation projects have been limited due to one particular challenge. Many project applications 
mention smart specialisation; however, they do not have an explicit focus and for many a coherent plan 
to link projects to smart specialisation is lacking.   

RDI activities linked to challenge-driven fields of PO2 

RDI activities plays a natural role related to PO2. There is a particular potential added value in areas where 
RDI can result in practical solutions. The added value is found especially in pilot projects, where the they 
can subsequently be implemented into real practice. Herein lies the real added value, together with more 
demand driven projects. Results from such pilots are considered more tangible and useful by the 
interviewees.  

This is also applicable in the continuing efforts to greening transport, as long as there is a focus on RDI 
activities within a practical project where there are tangible results. An explicit focus on practical projects 
highlights the actual costs and what issues one might encounter in real life once, and if, the project results 
and outcomes are ready to be implemented in society.  
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 PO2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 

According to the interviewees, all the recommendations given by the Commission regarding PO2 are 
considered as relevant and will be providing added value in the coming programme period. In particular 
the greening of transportation, reducing ocean plastic and the increased focus on circular economy are 
highlighted. The reduction of greenhouse gas emissions is mentioned as the most important focus going 
forward. 

The Norwegian Ministry of Environment is in the process of developing a new strategy for a circular 
economy. Focus areas for the strategy are not yet available. Currently, key stakeholders from the research, 
public and private sector are giving input to the development of the strategy. The planned deadline for the 
new strategy is by the end of 2020. 

In June 2017 the Norwegian government presented its new strategy for the reduction of emissions. The 
strategy was part of the government's new climate act which committed the government to the reduction 
of CO2 emissions and more climate-resilient development in accordance with the Paris Agreement. In 
2020, according to the Paris Agreement and the UN, the government has updated its goals of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions by 50 to 55 percent by 2030. The main focus areas of the strategy are linked 
with lowering greenhouse gas emissions in transportation, waste, construction, agricultural, and the 
petroleum sector. 

Climate strategy (The Government, 2017) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

- Norway to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 50 to 55 per cent in 2030  
- Measures to prevent climate change in cooperation with the EU  
- Transition to more climate friendly means of transportation, industry, waste handling, 

agriculture and petroleum extraction.  

 
The National Transport Plan 2018-2029 (NTP) is a plan towards the overall and long-term goal of 
transport policy over the next twelve years, which is: A transport system that is secure, promotes value 
creation and contributes to transition to the low-emission society. This goal outlines the direction for the 
development of the transport system by 2050 and provides the framework for efforts in this transport 
plan. 
 
The transport sector (including fishing and construction equipment) accounts for about one-third of the 
greenhouse gas emissions in Norway. The NTP will facilitate significant cuts in greenhouse gas emissions 
from the sector. New technology and biofuels will be some of the important factors to reach the goal of 
becoming a low-emission society in 2050.  
 

National transport plan (Ministry of Transportation) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

- Growth of passenger transport in urban areas should be by public transport, bicycle and 
walking 

- Help reduce greenhouse gas emissions freight transport by stimulating the use of 
environmentally friendly means of transport, alternative fuels and streamlining transport 
and logistics. Great emphasis is placed on stimulating a change of pace for faster 
phasing in of new technology 

- Emphasise the sector’s responsibility to minimise direct and indirect discharges to water, 
both by construction, maintenance and operation of transport structures 

 
The national waste plan for 2020 - 2025 describes, among other things. waste quantities, the status of 
handling different types of waste, and the most important treatment and recycling facilities in Norway. 
Among others the plan highlights plastic waste and marine littering, particularly aquaculture and 
fisheries, as areas with increasing challenges regarding the waste management. More knowledge 
regarding the handling of marine littering is needed together with more knowledge regarding the impact 
plastic waste and means to measure and compare its impact on the marine eco-system.  
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National transport plan (Ministry of Transportation) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

- Challenges regarding plastic waste and marine littering 
- Measures to reduce water pollution 

 

 PO3: A more connected Europe 

From the perspective of national authorities there is a potential to find added value in including PO3 in the 
NSR programme. However, Norwegian authorities underline that there might be an idea to keep the coming 
programme focused on fewer policy objectives, and questions if it would be better to incorporate PO3 
under PO1 or PO2. This is linked to the limited budget and need to not spread out funds on too many 
policy objectives. There is a need to define which issues should be handled and clear goals need to be set. 
If this is not prioritised it will lead to a top-down strategic approach for the programme. In that regard the 
Norwegian position is not yet decided upon, further internal discussions are needed.  

The inclusion of PO3 in the NSR programme can be linked to the National Transport Plan (NTP). Regional 
transport plans are also in place, based on national policy, for example NTP, national port strategy, national 
cycle strategy, climate policy, the Paris agreement and plans at national and regional level. Since transport 
is a cross-cutting issue there is plenty of scope to include transport issues in projects under the 
programme. There is no difficulty in linking transport to national or regional strategies, it is more a question 
of deciding whether the programme wishes to offer funding for transport specific projects. However, the 
Norwegian authorities need to discuss whether allowing for PO3 projects on a greater scale conflicts with 
the Norwegian ambition to concentrate priorities. 

Norwegian authorities agree that there is a need to address the transport sector. New solutions for clean 
and emission-free personal and public transport, as well as shipping are high on the agenda for Norway. 
However, the kinds of projects needed often require large scale infrastructure and are in this respect 
dependent on national policy and priorities. There are several existing funding streams for such projects, 
national and European. Norwegian authorities would therefore discuss with the other NSR member states 
whether Interreg is able to address the needs of the transport sector for these kinds of projects.  

The current programme has seen several different kinds of transport projects with a wide scope, looking 
at diverse issues from hydrogen as fuel to digital services for cyclists. These projects have important input 
to policy and raise issues such as compatibility, standardisation, awareness raising and connectivity. They 
give legitimacy for testing simple solutions which could have a large long-term impact. The mainly soft 
approach seen in the projects is relevant for Interreg. However, since no evaluations have taken place, 
Norwegian authorities are not able to judge results and effects of the projects. The current position of 
Norwegian authorities is that these types of projects should be incorporated within PO1 or PO2.  

The current programme does not have funding for ICT infrastructure, but the coming programme should 
give high priority to projects which develop digital services and products, including the transport sector. 
These can be funded under PO1 and PO2. 

Access to the TEN-T network is important for the Eastern part of Norway since the Scandinavian-
Mediterranean network reaches as far as Oslo. TEN-T related projects are relevant for the programme as 
the network also seeks to support the application of innovation, new technologies and digital solutions. 
However, the Western part of Norway is not connected to the TEN-T network and therefore Norwegian 
authorities are not able to mobilise interest from this part of Norway in projects under this theme. The 
comprehensive network, the inclusion of ports and port access and the horizontal priority of Motorways of 
the Seas are relevant for the whole of Norway. However, the investments needed under TEN-T projects 
make other funding streams more interesting. Norwegian authorities raise the question whether projects 
with thematic relevance for the programme need to specifically relate to the TEN-T in order to be funded 
by the programme. 
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 PO4: A more social Europe  

The issues highlighted within PO4 is considered highly relevant for Norway. The regions have responsibility 
for many of the policy areas under PO4 for example skills policy, integration, tertiary education, cultural 
heritage and tourism. However, as stated regarding PO3, Norwegian authorities wish to see a programme 
focused on the green shift, environment and innovation. Development of services and tools for innovation 
for the issues under PO4 can also be covered by PO1 and possibly by PO2. Furthermore, these policy areas 
are well funded and prioritised under other programmes. Norwegian authorities do not see that PO4 will 
be relevant for Norway within Interreg B programmes. 

 PO5: A Europe closer to citizens 

There is still some uncertainty regarding whether PO5 will be a continued recommended focus in the 
coming programme period. An increased focus on connecting rural areas and an increased focus on rural 
transportation are both areas mentioned as interesting by the interviewees. However, it will not be an 
explicit focus during the coming programme period.   

According to the interviewees, citizen led projects run the risk of being ineffective both regarding time and 
efficient spending of project funding. The interviewees also highlight that collaboration between regions 
and programmes does not necessarily have to be subject to PO5, the recommendation can just as well be 
connected to the two other policy objectives. 
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- Innlandet County – Bio-economic strategy for Innlandet county 2017 – 2024 
https://www.hedmark.org/globalassets/hedmark/naringsutvikling/dokumenter/biookonomistrate
gi-for-innlandet-2017---2024.pdf 

- Trøndelag County – Innovation and wealth creation strategy  
https://www.trondelagfylke.no/globalassets/dokumenter/naring/vedtatte-versjon-14.12.2017-
strategi-for-innovasjon-og-verdiskaping-for-trondelag-1.pdf 

- Hordaland County – Regional strategy plan 2016- 2020 
https://www.vestlandfylke.no/globalassets/planlegging/regionale-planer/regional-planstrategi-
for-hordaland-2016-2020.pdf 

- Sogn og Fjordane County - Regional strategy plan 2016- 2020 
https://www.vestlandfylke.no/globalassets/planlegging/regionale-planer/regional-planstrategi-
for-sogn-og-fjordane-2016-2020.pdf 

- Rogaland County – Regional strategy plan 2017 – 2020 
https://www.rogfk.no/_f/p1/i1cd34b52-4f32-428c-a5f6-16ca33483f4b/regional-planstrategi-for-
rogaland-2017-2020.pdf 

 

Interviews: 

- Vidar Jensen, (member of the PPG), the Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and 
Modernisation 

- Kate Clarke (member of the PPG), National Contact Point NSR-related projects, Vestland County.  
 

3.6 Sweden 
 Introduction 

In Sweden, the ESIF programming is underway. The Government has commissioned relevant authorities 
to bring forth proposals for the different programmes under the four funds , these are currently at different 
stages of planning. As regards ERDF, both the national and regional programmes are under development. 
All ETC programmes have formed a planning committee. As for the Cohesion Policy Partnership Agreement, 
this is ongoing and is expected to be submitted to the Commission in mid-December. 
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The Swedish position on the priorities for the NSR Programme 2021-2027 is aligned with the Commission's 
Orientation Paper. The proposed policy objectives fit well with national and regional level strategies and 
policies, though PO1 and PO2 are viewed as the key priorities in both the national and regional contexts. 
 
Stakeholders expressed the view that the NSR Programme (and ESIF programmes in general) could be 
more agile, i.e. it should be easier to make changes to the programming if needed. The need for flexibility 
became evident in connection with the Covid-19 pandemic. Meanwhile, it was also highlighted that crisis 
measures should not permeate long-term strategies. 

 ISO1: Better Interreg Governance 

Regarding the Interreg-specific objective of better governance, Swedish representatives noted that 
although there is currently no concrete cooperation between NSR and other EU-programmes in Sweden, 
there is already exchange of experience between programmes in several ways. For instance, through the 
exchange of experience meeting (‘stor-ERFA’) that includes all the Interreg programmes that Sweden is 
part of. The forum allows for experiences to be shared, including discussion of methods, evaluation, and 
the future of the programmes. There is also an ongoing dialogue and exchange of experience between 
programmes as the staff that work with EU-funds are commonly involved with several programmes. Due 
to both geographic and thematic overlaps, the programmes that are most relevant for NSR to coordinate 
with is the Baltic Sea Region, Öresund-Kattegat-Skagerrak and the Central Baltic programme. 

 PO1: A smarter Europe 

PO1, with its recommendations to develop further the NSR work on smart specialisation and promote RDI 
activities in challenge-driven fields related to PO2, is an important priority for Sweden and the regions. A 
key reference point is the Swedish regions’ smart specialisation areas, the table below lists the current 
smart specialisation focus areas of the five Swedish regions that are part of the NSR. Many of the strategies 
will be renewed in the coming year, therefore exact specialisation areas are unknown. Although innovation 
and green transition, which cut across the current smart specialisation focus areas, were generally seen 
as priorities that will continue in the coming years. 

 

Strategy 
Cross-cutting 

themes 
Skåne Innovation Strategy for Sustainable Growth (Skåne Research and Innovation Council, 
2020) 

Innovation 
Green 

transition 

Tech 
Life science and health 
Food 
Advanced materials and manufacturing 
Smart sustainable cities 
ESS, MAX IV and the innovation system Science Village 
Värmland’s Research and Innovation Strategy for Smart Specialisation 2015–2020 (Region 
Värmland, 2015) 
Forest-based bioeconomy 
Digitalisation of welfare services 
Advanced manufacturing and complex systems 
Nature, culture and place based digitalised experiences 
System solutions with photovoltaics 
Regional Innovation Strategy for Kronoberg (Region Kronoberg, 2015) 

Sustainable living 
Competitive manufacturing 
Growth Strategy for Halland 2014-2020 (Region Halland, 2014) 
Health technologies 
Green growth 
Tourism 
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Smart Specialisation in Västra Götaland (Västra Götalandsregionen, 2016) 

Life science 
Sustainable transports 
Green chemistry 
Textiles 
Marine environment and maritime sectors 
Materials 

 
Other relevant strategies referred to by stakeholders include the National Strategy for Sustainable Regional 
Growth and Attractiveness, the National Digitalisation Strategy, and the National Broadband Strategy. The 
priorities of the National Strategy particularly relevant for NSR include innovation and business 
development, attractive environments and accessibility, and international cooperation. The digitalisation 
and broadband strategies are of relevance to NSR as digitalisation is a smart specialisation focus area in 
some of the regions and was highlighted by stakeholders as an area that would benefit from cooperation. 
 
National Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015–2020 (Ministry of Enterprise and 
Innovation, 2015) 

Focus areas relevant for 
the NSR 

Innovation and business development 
Attractive environments and accessibility 
International cooperation 

National Digitalisation Strategy (Swedish Government Offices, 2017) 

Focus areas relevant for 
the NSR 

Digitalisation 

National Broadband Strategy (Swedish Government Offices, 2016) 

Focus areas relevant for 
the NSR 

Digitalisation 

Developing the NSR work on smart specialisation 

From the perspective of the interviewees, regional smart specialisation strategies could be operationalised 
more clearly, and they are keen to strengthen the smart specialisation concept. Focus areas with potential 
to benefit from transnational cooperation under the NSR Programme include innovation, digitalisation and 
enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs. 

A strong innovation capacity within the NSR is crucial to deal with the green transition and is important 
for the export sector which is dependent on innovation. The regions within the NSR have the same types 
of challenges within this area, hence there is a need for knowledge exchange and cooperation within the 
programme. Regions with more developed broadband and digitalisation capacity can contribute with 
important knowledge and best practice to regions less developed in these areas, and more digitally mature 
regions can benefit from sharing experiences with each other. Cooperation with other SMEs, universities 
and public sector organisations within the NSR geography gives access to collaboration partners that SMEs 
would not have otherwise and knowledge of specialisation areas within other countries, increasing the 
skills and knowledge of SMEs. 
 
According to the interviewees, the main achievements of the projects that have been implemented under 
priority 1: ‘thinking growth’ of the current programme has been the contribution to regional priorities 
linked to strengthening international competitiveness as well as a resource-efficient society. It would be 
possible to continue this work within PO1 in the coming programme. 

RDI activities linked to challenge-driven fields of PO2 

Several the above-mentioned smart specialisation focus areas incorporate RDI activities related to 
challenge-driven fields of PO2. Stakeholders noted that there is added value of working within the NSR on 
a number of topics in this context, including strengthening protection against environmental disasters, 
handling plastics in the seas, water management, waste management, and more. From a Swedish and 
regional perspective, also circular economy is mentioned as particularly relevant for collaboration in the 
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NSR. These are topics that require constant renewal and testing in order to implement sustainable solutions 
and therefore there is an added value of working with countries with similar challenges that have other 
areas of strengths. Stakeholders see potential in collaborating in sustainable transport solutions within 
PO1, both in land and sea transport. In this context, electrification of the transport sector and improving 
the infrastructure for electric vehicles were highlighted as important areas for RDI activities. Stakeholders 
noted that the recommendation to remove priority area 4 of the current programme ‘Green Transport and 
Mobility’ is reasonable as these initiatives fit within PO1 and PO2. 

 PO2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 

PO2: ‘a greener, low-carbon Europe’ is closely related to PO1, since a lot of the areas that deal with 
innovation aims to create a greener and climate-neutral economy. It is an important policy objective for 
Sweden and the regions within the NSR. The most relevant national and regional strategies related to PO2 
are presented in the table below. 

Sweden’s Integrated National Energy and Climate Plan (The Ministry of Infrastructure, 2020) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

The Plan refers to leading the way on environmental and climate issues to become the world’s 
first fossil fuel-free welfare state. Sweden aims to cut its net greenhouse gas emissions to zero 
by 2045 and reduce the emissions from activities on Swedish territory to 15% of their 1990 levels. 

National Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation (Ministry of the Environment, 2018) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

Designated areas of special interest: 
- Landslides and erosion that threaten communities, infrastructure and businesses 
- Flooding that threatens communities, infrastructure and businesses 
- High temperatures that pose risks to human health and well-being 
- Lack of water supply for individuals, agriculture, and industry 
- Biological and ecological effects that affect sustainable development 
- Impact on domestic and international food production and trade 
- Increased pressure from pest animals, diseases and invasive species affecting humans, plants 

and animals 
Regional Action Plans for Climate Adaptation24  
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

The action plans of Skåne, Halland, Kronoberg, Västra Götaland, and Värmland mention common 
priorities including initiatives in the areas of: 
- Extreme weather and natural disasters including flooding, landslides, heat, drought and fire 

risk, storm 
- Biodiversity 
- Agricultural and forestry adaptation issues 

The Swedish National Action Plan for the promotion of the use of renewable energy (Swedish 
Government Offices, 2010) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

The vision is that in 2050 Sweden will have a sustainable and resource efficient energy supply 
and with no net emission of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. The energy policy will create 
the conditions for an efficient and sustainable energy usage and a cost-effective Swedish energy 
supply with a low negative effect on health, the environment and the climate that also facilitates 
the conversion to an ecologically sustainable society. The energy policy will contribute to 
broadening the cooperation with regard to energy, the environment and the climate in the Baltic 
Sea Region. 

Action Plan Agenda 2030 2018–2020 (Swedish Government Offices, 2018) 
Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

In the Action Plan for Agenda 2030, the government describes a number of key measures in 
relation to the goals of Agenda 2030. Four focus areas relate to PO2: 
- Sustainable societies 
- A socially beneficial, circular and biobased economy 
- A strong business community with sustainable entrepreneurship 
- Sustainable and healthy food chains 

 

24 Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for Skåne 2020-2024 (County Administrative Board of Skåne, 2020) 
Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for Halland (County Administrative Board of Halland, 2014) 
Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for Kronoberg (County Administrative Board of Kronoberg, 2016) 
Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for Västra Götaland 2018-2020 (County Administrative Board of Västra Götaland, 2017) 
Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for Värmland 2020-2025 (County Administrative Board of Värmland, 2020) 
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National Freight Transports Strategy (Swedish Government Offices, 2018) 

Focus areas 
relevant for the 
NSR 

Priority related to PO2: 
- Conversion to fossil-free freight transport 

The main priorities of the strategies presented above, and as expressed in the Swedish stakeholder 
consultation, are listed in the table below and mapped against the five EU Commission recommendations 
under PO2. All the main priorities of the national and regional strategies related to PO2 are covered by the 
EU Commission’s recommendations. The table below maps the Swedish priorities against the EU 
Commission’s recommendations related to PO2. 

Main priorities of 
national/regional strategies 
related to PO2 

Development 
of 
transnational 
circular 
economy 
systems 

Develop low-
emission/gree
n solutions 

Promote 
climate 
change and 
adaptation 
related 
investments 

Continue with 
eco-system 
approach to 
environmental 
management 

Develop 
measures to 
reduce the air 
and water 
pollution of 
the North Sea 
Region 

Fossil-free transports and energy 
systems 

 x x   

Renewable and resource efficient 
products and services 

x x    

Climate smart and healthy food, 
agriculture and forestry 

 x    

Healthy and climate smart housing 
and premises 

 x x   

Circular economy x     

Electrification and use of biofuels  x   x 

Climate change adaptation    x   

Spatial planning   x x  

Source: Author’s own elaboration 

Swedish stakeholders noted that demonstration and test environments are important enablers for areas 
related to PO2. Therefore, they would like to see NSR pilot projects continue. It was further noted that all 
areas linked to PO2 would benefit from transnational cooperation within the NSR, some of them mentioned 
in the previous section (circular economy and sustainable transports). Another example involves maritime 
litter and pollutants on shores. Here, the need to cooperate with other exposed regions along the North 
Sea on environmental protection and on efforts to make the coastline cleaner was highlighted. 

 PO3: A more connected Europe  

The Swedish regions and authorities consider the transport-related issues to be very important, however 
according to representatives, inclusion of PO3 in the NSR programme is not necessary since transport-
related issues can be covered under PO1 and PO2. The representatives highlighted that in a transnational 
context, there are a lot of benefits working together in the green transitioning of the transport sector 
particularly, both on land and sea. They are of the view that cooperation within transport in an Interreg 
NSR-context is relevant mostly in terms of making the transport sector greener and providing innovative 
sustainable transport solutions on land and at sea, which they consider possible within PO1 or PO2. 

Sweden wants to increase the digital connectivity between rural and urban areas by rolling out broadband 
across the regions so that people and companies can fully contribute and take part in the digitalisation of 
society. Digitalisation is a necessity for society to be more sustainable, safe and healthy. With regards to 
potentials for including a focus on digital connectivity or ICT infrastructure in the NSR programme, the 
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Swedish representatives consider this to be covered by PO1, since innovation and digitalisation are closely 
related. 

The Swedish stakeholders noted that the TEN-T policy is key for promoting free circulation of goods, 
services and citizens throughout the EU and in the NSR, especially the Scandinavian-Mediterranean 
corridor. The TEN-T network is also crucial for promoting accessibility, as well as for ensuring quality, 
efficiency, safety and sustainability of transport operations in the NSR. The network is important for linking 
up to third countries and the rest of the world. However, large investments are required to be able to make 
a difference, which can be found within other programmes or financing solutions. According to the Swedish 
stakeholders, the NSR has a need for initiatives within several areas that are more manageable for the 
region, for example to manage the electrification of industry and to develop sustainable solutions for 
transport and logistics. Stakeholders are of the view that initiatives within these areas can be covered by 
PO1 or PO2. 

The policies which have been highlighted for Sweden related to PO3 include policies already mentioned 
under PO1 and PO2. Attractive environments and accessibility are one of the priorities within the National 
Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015–2020, this includes accessibility 
through the transport system, improved interregional accessibility, sustainable and efficient transport 
system, and coordinated planning of the transport system. Transport is further mentioned in all five 
Regional Growth Strategies, and highlighted as smart specialisation focus areas of Halland, Skåne, 
Värmland, and Västra Götaland. The National Freight Transports Strategy focuses on competitive and 
sustainable freight transports, transition to fossil-free freight transports, continued investment in research 
and innovation related to transport. In addition to these, stakeholders highlighted the STRING 2030 
Strategy outlined in the table below. 

 PO4: A more social Europe 

PO4 is not considered relevant within the NSR context by Swedish regions and authorities. Stakeholders 
expressed this priority is better realised within other programmes or contexts, such as ESF+ or Interreg A 
programmes. Some regions have access to smaller cross border programmes where initiatives within 
labour, education, tourism and other initiatives linking to the European pillar of social rights are better 
realised. 

 

 

STRING 2030 Strategy (STRING network, 2019) 
Focus areas 
relevant for 
the NSR 

STRING (which began as an Interreg programme) is cross-border initiative that stretches from the 
Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg and Schleswig-Holstein in Germany, Region Zealand, the 
Capital Region and City of Copenhagen in Demark, Region Skåne, Region Halland, Västra 
Götalandsregionen and City of Malmö in Sweden, City of Oslo, and the Viken County in Norway. 
STRING’s focus is to develop the entire corridor from Hamburg to the Øresund area and sets and 
promotes a mutual political agenda on infrastructure and green development. 
 
The STRING 2030 Strategy sets out two strategic priorities, which are to be translated into concrete 
actions and initiatives by STRING in cooperation with its cities and regions, they are: 

1. Clean, Green Economy: To become a globally acknowledged Green Investment Hub 
2. Transport and infrastructure connectivity: To assure high-quality sustainable transport 

connectivity from Hamburg to Oslo 
 
Initiatives include: 
- The construction of the Fixed Link across the Fehmarn Belt (tunnel between the Danish island 

of Lolland with the German island of Fehmarn) 
- An improved and sustainable railway connection between Gothenburg and Oslo 
- Fixed links across the Öresund 
- Removal of bottlenecks 
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 PO5: A Europe closer to citizens 

Swedish representatives expressed that there is potential in connecting the rural, urban and coastal areas 
in the whole of the NSR through transportation of goods and people, but also to invest in making transport 
more sustainable. The NSR consists of a lot of small and medium-sized cities, but also large coastal areas 
where there could be a great potential in connecting these areas further. This is especially relevant in 
terms of spatial planning, water management and waste management which are led locally, where there 
could be transnational benefits of running projects together. 

Spatial planning is one potential focus area. To have a sustainable city and rural development, there is a 
need to work with developing methods for local place making. There is a need to develop the living 
environment for people who live and work in rural areas, through innovative solutions for transport, more 
modern communication and more flexible work models. Efforts to develop systems for city logistics for 
electric and autonomous cars, along with effective hubs for transit between different forms of 
transportation, is needed in order to connect the NSR in an effective way. 

Water and waste management is another potential focus area. Western and southern Sweden have unique 
coastal areas but face major obstacles because of climate change. These coastal societies are affected by 
rising sea levels, ocean litter and heavy pressure on drinking water, especially during the summer. There 
is a need for cooperation in order to create a better infrastructure and planning for these coastal 
municipalities on land, that also affects issues at sea. 

 List of references 

Documents: 
 

- County Administrative Board of Halland (2014). Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for 
Halland. 
https://www.lansstyrelsen.se/download/18.2e0f9f621636c8440272da73/1528706250799/2014_
5_Regional%20handlingsplan%20klimatanpassning%20i%20Hallands%20l%C3%A4n.pdf 

- County Administrative Board of Kronoberg (2016). Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation 
for Kronoberg. 
https://www.lansstyrelsen.se/download/18.1dfa69ad1630328ad7c384b6/1526068397170/Regio
nal%20handlingsplan%20f%C3%B6r%20klimatanpassning%20i%20Kronobergs%20l%C3%A4n.
pdf 

- County Administrative Board of Skåne (2020). Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for 
Skåne 2020-2024. 
https://www.lansstyrelsen.se/download/18.613850ae170c00827a8935d/1584520905556/Region
al%20handlingsplan%20f%C3%B6r%20klimatanpassning%202020-2024.pdf 

- County Administrative Board of Värmland (2020). Regional Action Plan for Climate Adaptation for 
Värmland 2020-2025. 
https://www.lansstyrelsen.se/download/18.4a4eb7416faedec12529b13/1583400498937/V%C3
%A4rmland%20i%20ett%20f%C3%B6r%C3%A4ndrat%20klimat,%20Plan%20f%C3%B6r%20v
ad%20L%C3%A4nsstyrelsen%20V%C3%A4rmland%20beh%C3%B6ver%20g%C3%B6ra,%20H
andlingsplan%20och%20myndighetsm%C3%A5l%202020-2025.pdf 

- County Administrative Board of Västra Götaland (2017). Regional Action Plan for Climate 
Adaptation for Västra Götaland 2018-2020. 
https://www.lansstyrelsen.se/download/18.728c0e316219da8135bfb3a/1526067862827/2017-
45.pdf 

- Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (2015). National Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth 
and Attractiveness 2015–2020. 
https://www.regeringen.se/contentassets/98919a0ca0f1427491a3eef22a7d177c/en-nationell-
strategi-for-hallbar-regional-tillvaxt-och-attraktionskraft-20152020.pdf 



Scoping Study INTERREG NSR 2021-2027 North Sea Region Programme 

                        Page 55 of 77 

- Ministry of the Environment (2018). National Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation. 
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https://regionhalland.se/app/uploads/2019/03/875_Tillv%C3%A4xtstrategi_komplettering_2017
.pdf 

- Region Kronoberg (2015). Regional Innovation Strategy for Kronoberg. 
https://www.regionkronoberg.se/globalassets/rus/regional-innovationsstrategi-2015.pdf 

- Region Värmland (2015). Värmland’s Research and Innovation Strategy for Smart Specialisation 
2015–2020. https://www.regionvarmland.se/globalassets/global/utveckling-och-
tillvaxt/naringsliv-forskning-innovation/vris3.pdf 

- Skåne Research and Innovation Council (2020). Skåne innovation strategy for sustainable 
growth. 
https://utveckling.skane.se/siteassets/publikationer_dokument/firs_innovationsstrategi_2020_lo
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- Swedish Government Offices (2010). The Swedish National Action Plan for the promotion of the 
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http://www.buildup.eu/sites/default/files/content/national_renewable_energy_action_plan_swed
en_en.pdf 
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- Västra Götalandsregionen (2016). Smart Specialisation in Västra Götaland. 
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Interviews: 
 

- Sebastian Delic (National Contact Point) and Linn Kristoffersson (National Contact Point), Västra 
Götaland Region 

- Isabella Palomba Rydén (Monitoring Committee), Division for Regional Growth and Cohesion 
Policy, Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation 
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4 Map gallery and methodological 
notes 

This section includes all the maps included in the Final Report in larger format and accompanied by a 
metadata table. The latter provide information on the data source as well as comments on the 
methodology used to process the input data in instances when the datasets have been heavily processed 
in order to help the reader understanding the indicator used on the map.  
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4.1 Regional overview 
 Urban-rural typology 

 
Indicator 
 

Classification of NUTS 3 regions into three classes based on the share of population living in urban 
clusters: 

- Predominantly urban region: more than 80% of the population live in urban clusters. 
- Intermediate region: between 50 and 80% of the population live in urban clusters 
- Predominantly rural region: below 50% of the population live in urban clusters 

Data source 
 

Eurostat at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/rural-development/methodology  

Comment The input data is based on the NUTS 2016 version and has been updated to the NUTS 2013 version 
used in this study. 
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 Population change 

 
Indicator 
 

Population on 1st January by age, sex and NUTS 3 regions 

Data source 
 

Eurostat. The product has been discontinued since March 2017. 

Comment The input data is based on the NUTS 2010 version and has been updated to the NUTS 2013 version 
used in this study. The projection of total population change by NUTS 3 region uses 2013 as a 
reference year. 
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 Gross regional product 

 
Indicator 
 

Regional gross domestic product by NUTS 2 regions 
 

Data source 
 

Eurostat at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tgs00006/default/table?lang=en  
[TGS00006] 

Comment Purchasing power parity (PPP) per inhabitant in % of the EU-27 average  
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4.2 Policy Objective 1: A smarter Europe  
 Regional innovation scoreboard 

 
Indicator 
 

Regional Innovation Scoreboard (RIS): Regional performance group membership 
 

Data source 
 

European Commission & Maastricht University at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/policy/innovation/regional_en 

Comment The RIS 2019 uses the classification scheme used in the European Innovation 
Scoreboard: 
- Innovation Leaders are all regions with a relative performance more than 20% above the EU 

average in 2019 
- Strong Innovators are all regions with a relative performance between 90% and 120% of the 

EU average in 2019  
- Moderate Innovators are all regions with a relative performance between 50% and 90% of the 

EU average in 2019 
- Modest Innovators are all regions with a relative performance below 50% of the EU average in 

2019 
Three subgroups within each performance group contribute at providing a more refine information 
of the position of each region: the top one-third regions are categorised as “+”, followed by the 
middle one-third regions, and finally the bottom one-third regions “-”. 
 
The RIS 2019 is made of 17 indicators (formerly: 18 indicators), using a normalised score for the 
most recent year. 
1. Population with tertiary education; 2. Lifelong learning; 3. Scientific co-publication; 4. Most-cited 
publications; 5. R&D expenditure public sector; 6. R&D expenditure business sector 7. Non-R&D 
innovation expenditures; 8. Product or process innovators; 9. Marketing or organisational 
innovators; 10. SMEs innovating in-house; 11. Innovative SMEs collaborating with others; 12. 
Public-private co-publications; 13. PCT patent applications; 14. Trademark applications; 15. Design 
applications; 16. Employment MHT manufacturing & knowledge-intensive services; 17. Sales of 
new-to-market and new-to-firm innovations 
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 Smart specialisation: agri-food 
 
Indicator 
 

Regions registered in the thematic platform on agri-food 

Data source 
 

Smart Specialisation Platform, JRC at: https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/thematic-platforms-map  

Comment Situation in June 2020 
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 Smart specialisation: industrial modernisation 
 
Indicator 
 

Regions registered in the thematic platform on industrial modernisation 

Data source 
 

Smart Specialisation Platform, JRC at: https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/thematic-platforms-map  

Comment Situation in June 2020 
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 Smart specialisation: energy 

 
Indicator 
 

Regions registered in the thematic platform energy 

Data source 
 

Smart Specialisation Platform, JRC at: https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/thematic-platforms-map  

Comment Situation in June 2020 
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4.3 Policy Objective 2: A greener, low-carbon Europe 
 Population exposure to PM2.5 

 
Indicator 
 

Exposure to PM2.5 in countries and regions 2017 

Data source 
 

OECD Environment database at : https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?queryid=72722  

Comment Mean population exposure to PM2.5 (Micrograms per cubic metre) 
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 Employment by circular material providers 
 
Indicator 
 

Employment by circular material providers 2015 

Data source 
 

ESPON database at: http://projects.mcrit.com/esponDB/index.php/main-data  

Comment The data shown on this map is based on model for environmental industry, goods and services 
(ENVIGO). The ENVIGO model is developed by the company Prognos and assesses services and 
products on a NACE 3-4 level that are related to circular economy. Those parts which corresponded 
to material provision were retrieved from this model and applied on the NACE classification at a 
NUTS 2 level 
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 Employment by circular technology providers 
 
Indicator 
 

Employment by circular technology providers 2015 

Data source 
 

ESPON database at: http://projects.mcrit.com/esponDB/index.php/main-data  

Comment The data shown on this map is based on model for environmental industry, goods and services 
(ENVIGO). The ENVIGO model is developed by the company Prognos and assesses services and 
products on a NACE 3-4 level that are related to circular economy. Those parts which corresponded 
to technology provision were retrieved from this model and applied on the NACE classification at a 
NUTS 2 level. 
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 Annual change of precipitation 
 
 
Indicator 
 

Annual change of precipitation between 2017-2100 in percent compared with 1961-1990) 

Data source 
 

European Environmental Agency at: https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/projected-
changes-in-annual-and-5 

Comment The RCP8.5 corresponds to a scenario with high energy demand and GHG emissions due to the 
absence of climate change policies. It combines assumptions about high population and relatively 
slow income growth with modest rates of technological change and energy intensity improvements,  
The initial grid data was smoothed out on a smaller grid by using inverse distance weighting. The 
result is a smooth raster surface, consisting of local averages. Due to the averaging nature of the 
IDW interpolant, the calculated surface on annual precipitation change can only approximately, but 
not exactly, fit through the original data points. 
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 Annual change of summer precipitation 
 
Indicator 
 

Annual change of summer precipitation between 2017-2100 in percent compared with 1961-1990) 

Data source 
 

European Environmental Agency at: https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/projected-
changes-in-annual-and-5  

Comment The RCP8.5 corresponds to a scenario with high energy demand and GHG emissions due to the 
absence of climate change policies. It combines assumptions about high population and relatively 
slow income growth with modest rates of technological change and energy intensity improvements,  
The initial grid data was smoothed out on a smaller grid by using inverse distance weighting. The 
result is a smooth raster surface, consisting of local averages. Due to the averaging nature of the 
IDW interpolant, the calculated surface on annual precipitation change can only approximately, but 
not exactly, fit through the original data points. 
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 Aggregate potential impact of climate change 
 
Indicator 
 

Aggregate potential impact of climate change (index) 

Data source 
 

ESPON database at: http://projects.mcrit.com/esponDB/index.php/main-data  

Comment “Weighted combination of physical (weight 0.19), environmental (0.31), social (0.16), economic 
(0.24) and cultural (0.1) potential impacts of climate change. Weights are based on a Delphi survey 
of the ESPON Monitoring Committee. The individual potential impacts were calculated as a 
combination of regional exposure to climate change (difference between 1961-1990 and 2071-2100 
climate projections of eight climatic variables of the CCLM model as well as inundation depth 
changes according to the LISFLOOD river flooding model, both for the IPCC SRES A1B scenario, and 
projections of the DIVA model regarding coastal storm surge heights of a 100 year return event 
adjusted by one metre of sea level rise) and most recent data on physical, economic, social, 
environmental and cultural sensitivity indicators.” (ESPON metadata) 
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 Adaptive capacity to climate change 
 
Indicator 
 

Overall capacity to adapt to climate change (index) 

Data source 
 

ESPON database at: http://projects.mcrit.com/esponDB/index.php/main-data  

Comment The overall adaptive capacity was calculated as weighted combination of economic capacity (weight 
0.21), infrastructural capacity (0.16), technological capacity (0.23), knowledge and awareness 
(0.23) and institutional capacity (0.17). Weights are based on a Delphi survey of the ESPON 
Monitoring Committee. The regions are classified by quintiles into five different classes. 
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 Potential vulnerability to climate change 
 
Indicator 
 

Potential vulnerability to climate change 

Data source 
 

ESPON database at: http://projects.mcrit.com/esponDB/index.php/main-data  

Comment “Vulnerability calculated as the combination of regional potential impacts of climate change and 
regional capacity to adapt to climate change. The potential impacts were calculated as a 
combination of regional exposure to climate change (difference between 1961-1990 and 2071- 
2100 climate projections of eight climatic variables of the CCLM model for the IPCC SRES A1B 
scenario as well as resulting inundation depth changes for a 100 year return flood event based on 
river flooding projections of the LISFLOOD model and coastal storm surge height projections of the 
DIVA model adjusted with a 1 m sea level rise) and most recent data on the weighted dimensions 
of physical, economic, social, environmental and cultural sensitivity to climate change. 
Adaptive capacity was calculated as a weighted combination of most recent data on economic, 
infrastructural, technological and institutional capacity as well as knowledge and awareness of 
climate change.” (ESPON) 
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4.4 Policy Objective 3: A more connected Europe 
 Core transport infrastructure connection to rail 

 

Indicator 
  

Ports and airports with (and without) connection to rail transport (TEN-T Compliance Indicators) 

Data source 
  

European Commission at: https://ec.europa.eu/transport/infrastructure/tentec/tentec-
portal/map/maps.html 

Comment  - 
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 Typology of urban transport 
 

Indicator 
 

Access to public transport in urban centres 

Data source 
 

European Commission 

Comment The blueish colour of the circle indicates the share of population having access to at least high 
service level of public transport, including high access level and very high access level. Darker the 
colour, higher share of the population have access to at least high service level. The size of the 
circle is proportional to the total population in the urban centre. 
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4.5 Policy Objective 4: A more social Europe 

 People at risk of poverty or social exclusion at NUTS 2 level 
 

Indicator 
 

People at risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) at NUTS 2 level 

Data source 
 

Eurostat, STATBEL 

Comment The indicator corresponds to the sum of persons who are: at risk of poverty or severely materially 
deprived or living in households with very low work intensity. 2019 data (2018 data for Norway; 
2017 estimation for Germany, 2016 estimation for Belgium). NUTS2 value for NUTS3 regions: 
Sydsverige for Skåne; Småland med öarna for Kronoberg; Norra Mellansverige for Värmland. 
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 Population with tertiary education 
 

Indicator 
 

Tertiary educational attainment, age group 25-64 by sex and NUTS 2 regions  

Data source 
 

Eurostat at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/TGS00109/default/table  [TGS00109] 

Comment Expressed as a share of the total population aged 25-65 (in percent). Data for the Swedish NUTS 3 
regions of Kronoberg, Skåne and Värmland have been calculated by Nordregio using statistics from 
Statistics Sweden. 
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4.6 Policy Objective 5: A Europe closer to citizens 
 Location of NSR project partners 

 
Indicator 
 

Location of NSR project partners (2014-2020 programme) 

Data source 
 

North Sea Region Joint Secretariat 

Comment The location of partners is visualised by the representation type “dot density”. Each dot represents 
one partner organisation located within the NUTS 3 region. The higher the number of dots in a 
NUTS 3 region, the higher the number of project partners in the 2014-2020 programme. Note that 
the location of the dot does not necessarily represent their exact location within the NUTS 3 region.  
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3 Introduction

1Introduction   
In May 2018, the European Commission presented its proposal for Interreg provisions for the 2021-
2027 programme period. The regulations that set the rules and framework for Interreg present 
several significant changes compared to those of the current period, while some rules, tools, and 
procedures in place for the VB programme will carry over to the next programme with only slight 
modifications.
 
The aim of this report is to provide an overview of the state of play of the current North Sea Region 
Programme and offer a set of ‘lessons learned’ which can be used as a foundation for planning the 
next programme period.
  
This document is based on the Joint Secretariat’s experience with programme implementation in the 
VB period. Data was gathered from the Programme’s Online Monitoring System, surveys, and other 
sources available to the Secretariat. Thus, the report does not represent a systematic evaluation of 
the programme. An independent, formal evaluation is being undertaken by Ramboll.
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a) State of implementation

Projects within thematic priorities
 
The North Sea Region Programme currently funds 73 projects. These projects are split into four 
thematic priorities covering nine specific objectives:

A quick overview
 
The graphic below provides some key numbers roughly summarising the current status of the VB 
Programme. The following sections take a closer look at the information behind these numbers. 

22
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18

14

Projects per priority

1 Thinking growth 2 Eco-innovation 3 Sustainable NSR 4 Green transport and mobility
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Project beneficiaries in numbers

A total of 957 beneficiaries from all seven partner countries participate in the 73 North Sea Region 
projects. The average project involves 13 beneficiaries. Partnerships range from six beneficiaries 
in the SURFLOGH project to 28 in the project Lean Landing.  The diagram below shows how the 
beneficiaries are divided across priorities. 

The number of beneficiaries varies between the involved member states. The largest number of 
beneficiaries comes from the Netherlands (199), while Sweden has the fewest (91). 
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The diagram below shows how beneficiaries are split across the priorities in each partner country: 
The majority of Norwegian beneficiaries are involved in Priority 1 (innovation), Danish beneficiaries in 
priority 2 (Eco-innovation), German beneficiaries in priority 3 (Sustainable NSR), and UK beneficiaries 
in priority 4 (Transport). 

In absolute numbers the priority 'leaders' are slightly different. The country with most beneficiaries 
in priority 1 is The Netherlands (70), in priority 2 Denmark (53), in priority 3 the Netherlands (52) and 
in priority 4 the United Kingdom (33). 
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The programme requires that a project partnership includes at least two beneficiaries from two 
different countries; however, the typical North Sea Region project has a partnership ranging between 
three and seven partner countries. 
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There is no direct correlation between grant size and number of beneficiaries. Some projects have 
a small number of beneficiaries but a relatively high budget and vice versa. In the chart below, the 
green cross reflects the average number of beneficiaries and the average total funding granted per 
project. The bubble size indicates the number of partner countries involved in a project. 
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Types of beneficiaries

A wide range of beneficiaries can apply to participate in projects. The top three are: Higher education 
and research (24%), local public authority (17%), and regional public authority (16%). They jointly 
represent 57% of all beneficiaries involved in a North Sea Region project.   
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The distribution of different types of beneficiary organisations varies between the priorities, as seen 
in the diagram below. For example, the majority of beneficiaries in priority 1 are higher education 
and research institutions, regional/local authorities, or business support organisations, while the 
majority of beneficiaries in priority 3 are interest groups (including NGOs) or national authorities. 
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Allocated funding

As of December 2019, the programme had allocated a total of €169 million, divided between €161.5 
million in ERDF and nearly €8 million in Norwegian funding through 11 calls for applications. This 
represents an overall allocation rate of 102.7% of ERDF and 97.9% of Norwegian funding. The 
Monitoring Committee (MC) has approved an allocation rate per priority of 105%, which means that 
some funds remain available. 

Project selection 

From Call 1 to 11, the programme received 127 full applications (the second of a two-stage process 
– see more on this in section 3a). With 73 projects approved, this means an average approval rate 
of 57%. The number of full applications received declined steadily from call 1 to call 11: From 30 
applications in Call 1 to 9 in Call 11. 

The project approval rate was relatively low in the first couple of calls. The lowest rate of 43% was in 
Call 1, while Calls 7 and 8 each saw an approval rate of 80%.   
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Priority 1
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b) Priority 1
Basic Facts

Priority 1, Thinking Growth: Supporting growth in North Sea Region economies, focuses on how the 
North Sea Region can promote sustainable economic growth through innovation. The region is one 
of the most prosperous parts of the EU and the region’s countries represent the innovation core of 
Europe. In order to remain at the innovative forefront, the North Sea Region needs to maintain the 
pace and spread of innovation. 

More specifically, priority 1 is set against the background of the recognised need to strengthen the 
knowledge economy to generate growth and jobs, especially in SMEs, to improve the commercial 
take-up of research results and to improve framework conditions for new and expanding companies. 
In terms of public service innovation, the region needs to further stimulate innovation in public 
service delivery and ensure that public administrations - where possible - use public investments as 
a driver for innovation. Overall, priority 1 seeks to ensure that all parts of the region actively develop 
their innovation potential based on their own positions of strength. 

Transnational cooperation offers the relevant stakeholders an effective framework for establishing 
partnerships and a wider circle of partners, as well access to successful methods from other 
countries. This is especially important as innovation is carried out increasingly not as a closed off 
activity within individual organisations but rather in partnerships with other companies, customers 
and researchers. Moreover, transnational cooperation contributes to the internationalisation 
of regional innovation activities to ensure that businesses across the region can access the best 
innovation partners in their field.

The main target group of priority 1 is businesses, clusters and the public sector. In terms of 
businesses, actions are particularly targeted towards support for SMEs, which often lack relevant 
capacity and resources and must be offered a supportive environment for innovation. Public service 
innovation is also an important opportunity. In many countries, finances for the public sector are 
under severe pressure and there is a need to deliver public services more effectively and efficiently.  

By the end of 2019, 22 projects had been approved in priority 1 with a total of € 43,621,685 in ERDF 
and €3,497,254 in Norwegian funding. This leaves €732,100 in ERDF for future projects. 
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i.Intro to priority achievements 

Main areas of achievements within priority 1 – Thinking Growth:
• Future-proofing skills for the region's emerging sectors
• Creation and introduction of new (e)-services
• SMEs as key targets
• Supporting innovation levels in regional hubs.

Main sectors: 
• Societal challenges: Healthcare, ageing and population retention
• Business development in different sectors: Creatives, IoT/ Industry 4.0, internationalisation/

export, local supply chains, blue growth, renewable energies
• Innovative public service delivery. 

ii.Map of Pilots 

The map reflects the data available on 15 January 2020, provided by projects. Please note that the pilots 
as well as the data available to the Joint Secretariat are subject to constant changes. Please see Annex 2 
for larger maps.
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iii. Network Analysis
 
In the network analysis below, each dot represents a city where one or more priority 1 beneficiaries 
are located. The size of the dot indicates the number of links to cities elsewhere in the region. 

The Dutch city of Groningen is clearly a major networking hub for regional innovation funded by 
the North Sea Region Programme. Groningen is followed by Flemish Kortrijk, Danish Aalborg and 
Aarhus, Swedish Malmö, and Dutch Leeuwarden.

iv.Beneficiary Distribution
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Analysis  

i.Priority 1 in the Cooperation Programme 
 
Priority 1, Thinking Growth, focuses on how the North Sea Region can promote sustainable economic 
growth through innovation. All actions in this priority are particularly targeted towards support for 
SMEs, as this is both the largest category of business and the area where innovation is generally 
weakest. The following areas were identified as relevant for Priority 1:

• Strengthen the knowledge economy to generate growth and jobs especially in SM
• Improve the commercial take-up of research results + Improve framework conditions for   
 new and expanding companies
• Ensure that all parts of the region actively develop their innovation potential based on their  
 own positions of strength
• Stimulate innovation in public service delivery
• Ensure that public administrations where possible use public investments as a driver for   
 innovation.

Thinking Growth covers three specific objectives dedicated to sustainable growth through innovation.

Specific Objective 1.1: Knowledge Partnerships     
Activities cover exchange of knowledge on how to engage businesses and researchers in active 
knowledge partnerships, and how to ensure that this involvement leads to the development of 
new products and services, which results in creating growth and jobs. 

Cooperation also facilitates innovation processes by establishing long-term links between related 
businesses, and between businesses and knowledge institutions in different countries. This requires 
tools that can effectively support trust building and overcome the distance barrier. The public sector 
has an important role to play as broker in creating these new knowledge partnerships.
 
Specific Objective 1.2: Enhancing regional innovation support capacity
A region’s innovation capacity depends on the successful combination of a wide range of factors 
including education, types of sectors present, research intensity and the support of public authorities.

Cooperation in this specific objective fosters exchange of knowledge on different development 
strategies and success factors and identification of regions with complementary skills and assets. 
This exchange is rooted in demonstration actions targeted at innovation gaps in the regions. Projects 
involving a wide range of regional interests and including target businesses have shown to be most 
successful.
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Specific Objective 1.3: The Public Sector as Innovation Driver
The public sector is a major part of the economy in all North Sea Region countries. The need for 
innovation arises from requirements to maintain service levels against a background of shrinking 
budgets and in many cases, an increasing demand for services.
 
Transnational cooperation in this specific objective has fostered shared knowledge on how to 
improve service delivery. Efficiency and cost reduction in public service delivery are also important 
for the competitiveness of the North Sea Region. This objective builds on strong stakeholder support 
for measures that promote public service innovation while stimulating private sector product 
development through procurement procedures.

ii. Success stories/ good practice examples 

Entry to foreign markets for micro-SMEs 
On 21 November 2018, Lean Landing received the Grand Jury Prize of the European Enterprise 
Promotion Awards for their innovative approach to helping micro-SMEs enter new European 
markets. Policymakers increasingly recognise the importance of SME internationalisation in 
European job creation. Lean Landing addresses this challenge through hands-on support including 
regional incubators, a Soft Landing platform, and visits to meet potential business partners abroad. 
By end2018, the Lean Landing network was used by 233 SMEs and 113 SMEs had so far participated 
in meetings abroad.
 
“The jury considers Lean Landing to be highly innovative with an original approach” - Kristin Schreiber, 
Director for SME Policy and the COSME Programme of DG GROW, the European Commission.

Blue economy, smart specialisation and innovation
To understand and open up emerging technological and market opportunities, which lead to 
sustainable innovations, PERISCOPE will establish an entrepreneurial discovery process to reinforce 
the knowledge base, identify and valorise innovation ideas, and open up a blue growth ecosystem 
to stimulate industry-driven action on the concrete opportunities ahead. At the European Week of 
Regions and Cities in 2018, session moderator Anne-Grete Ellingsen, CEO of GCE NODE, the oil and 
gas cluster in southern Norway, said: “PERISCOPE could be the industry-led flagship supporting the blue 
economy, regional smart specialisation and cross-border innovation.”

Digital innovation in public services 
The Like! project helps local governments improve their public service delivery by building a digital 
innovation culture and using citizen co-creation. Through its activities, Like! introduced concepts 
such as a hackathon for the elderly, a chatbot for customer services, an app based on blockchain 
technology for elections and digi-coaches in public administrations. The project also prepared 
several pilots on both place value and city-dashboards, worked on platforms for citizen engagement, 
addressed special target groups, developed new tools and strategies for customer services, piloted 
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Internet of Things (IoT) applications, and shared findings on innovation culture.

iv. Achievements on outputs/ specific objectives

Priority 1 has three main output indicators, one per specific objective as shown in the table below.  
At Programme level, significant overachievement is seen for all three indicators. At project level, the 
first indicator target has been met, while the two others have achieved more than 50% so far.

PROGRAMME LEVEL PROJECT LEVEL

Specific 
Objective

Indicator Achieved Target Achieved 
(%) 

Target Achieved 
(%) 

1.1 No. of enterprises 
cooperating with new / 
improved knowledge 
partnerships

1856 477 389% 1789 104%

1.2 No. of improved or new 
innovation support 
measures launched for 
businesses

100 20 500% 182 55%

1.3 No. of improved or new 
innovation support 
measures launched for 
public service delivery

53 20 265% 91 58%

 

v. Policy uptake/ contributions 

Projects under priority 1 have contributed to a number of European policies such as the Digital 
Agenda and the Digital Single Market, Blue Growth, the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs and the 
Agenda for e-Government. 

Lessons learned 

• The rules surrounding state aid, especially around final recipients, 
are often limiting the scope of the projects in this priority. 

• The breadth of the specific objectives have allowed for unexpected 
“niche” projects, such as I2I, NorthTick, BLING or InnoQuarters. 

• The distinction between Thinking Growth and innovation per se 
is not always clear to Programme stakeholders, especially when 
factoring in state aid limitations. 

• The need to pre-define results in innovation-focused projects limits 
their ambition and does not allow for truly innovative projects. 
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Priority 2



18 Programme inventory - priority 2

c) Priority 2

Basic facts

The eco-innovation priority addresses the need to develop new approaches that can promote a 
more sustainable use of resources and reduce carbon emissions. 

There are two main areas of activities in priority 2. The first addresses the greening of the North 
Sea Region economy. Through piloting, projects demonstrate how resource use and carbon 
emissions can be significantly reduced and/or how non-renewable resources can be substituted 
with renewable and preferably local materials.The second addresses renewable energy generation 
and overall energy use around the North Sea.  Limited resources and the need for alternatives for 
fossil fuels drive activities in this area, as the region is a key producer of energy, exploitation and 
production technologies and an important exporter of gas and oil.
 
The main target groups of priority 2 are businesses, clusters, universities and the public sector. 
Several projects in priority 2 are highly successful in influencing regional, national, and European 
legislation. Others have initiated the implementation of new concepts and processes on a regional 
scale and beyond. Some projects have even managed to attract additional investments that surpass 
the original scope of their project aims.

By the end of 2019, 19 projects had been approved in Priority 2 with a total of €45,556,432 in ERDF 
and €1,635,912 in Norwegian funding. This leaves €-3,587,732 in ERDF funding for future projects 
(the deficit is due to approved overallocation). 

i.Intro to Priority Achievements 
 
Main areas of achievements within priority 2 – eco-innovation:
• Attention to low carbon solutions and low carbon economy
• Transition of energy systems
• Building links to the circular economy
• Citizens involvement
• Procurement as a means
• Renewable energy generation
• Reduction of energy use

Main sectors:
• Agriculture and horticulture
• Maritime shipping and ports



19 Programme inventory - priority 2

• Renewable energy
• Energy-efficient buildings
• Clean-tech
• SMEs
• Schools
• Blue growth industry 

Examples of Measures:
• Uptake of green innovations by SME’s
• Energy savings methods implemented in schools
• Decarbonisation measures for regional ports
• Energy neutral houses
• Civic energy and citizen’s involvement
• Greening the growth in horticultural production
• Implementation of low carbon energy smart systems
• Implementation of circular procurement

ii. Map of pilots 

The map reflects the data available on 15 January 2020, provided by projects. Please note that the pilots 
as well as the data available to the Joint Secretariat are subject to constant changes. Please see Annex 2 
for larger maps. 
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. 

 

iii.Network Analysis

 Swedish Gothenburg is the largest priority 2 hub, while Danish Odense, Flemish Oostende, German 
Hamburg and Dutch Groningen are additional centres of priority 2 activity

iv.Beneficiary distribution
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Analysis  

i.Priority 2 in the Cooperation Programme 

This priority's main focus areas are carbon reduction and promotion of green economic activity. The 
aim of the priority is to identify measures to improve the environmental footprint of the North Sea 
Region economy and wider society including carbon and resource use. The priority is divided into 
two specific objectives:

2.1 Promote the development and adoption of products, services and processes to accelerate 
greening of the North Sea Region economy
 
Specific objective 2.1 addresses the need to develop new approaches that can promote the more 
sustainable use of resources and reduce carbon emissions. One aim of this objective is to spread 
awareness of practical steps that can already be taken and promote the take up of new technologies 
and processes. Another aim is to stimulate the development of technologies and processes which 
reduce natural resource use and increase investment in the region’s existing natural assets.

Promoting the green economy is another important aim of specific objective 2.1. Greening in 
this context refers not only to support for traditional green sectors of the economy but also to 
improvements in sustainability in any part of the North Sea Region economy. ‘Green economy’ 
means more than supporting traditionally green sectors like renewables; it also refers to efforts to 
improve environmental performance in all sectors. 

This is a long-term process and the aim of this objective is to provide inspiration and show what 
can be achieved by applying new sustainable approaches. This should result in a developing body 
of transnational good practice on how to increase resource efficiency and can also lead to reduced 
carbon emissions and manufacturing costs. Actions include:

• Pilots to identify resource savings through innovative industrial design and manufacturing 
process

• Pilots to experiment with new uses of renewable and locally sourced materials
• Increased recycling of non-renewable materials supported by improved lifecycle design
• Awareness raising of greening methods and results
• Preserving natural capital (avoiding irreversible damage and restoring damaged assets)
• Using better production methods (reducing material use and waste generation)
• Changing consumption patterns (promoting healthy choices with a low environmental footprint)
• Ensuring that economic decisions also take proper account of environmental and social costs
• Greater use renewable materials
• Increasing reuse and recycling
• Identifying ways of reducing raw material usage in different sectors.
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2.2 Stimulate the adoption of new products, services and processes to reduce the 
environmental footprint of regions around the North Sea
 
This specific objective addresses the need to increase renewable energy generation and reduce 
overall energy use. The objective focuses on energy use and generation and achieving 2030 targets. 
Projects are expected to provide inspiration on new approaches for reducing energy use, increasing 
the use of renewables, and other ways of reducing the environmental impact of communities in the 
North Sea Region. 
 
Renewed transnational efforts should therefore be made to identify areas where technological 
development, wider take-up of proven technologies, changes to working practices and/or behavioral 
change can provide new energy savings. There is also potential in looking at energy generation 
and building on successful pilots that have demonstrated the possibility of transforming local 
energy production to a much greater use of renewables. In the North Sea Region infrastructure 
projects are currently underway that should lessen some of the bottlenecks to integrating 
more renewables in the energy mix. Enabling technologies for smart grids are also becoming 
widely available and will allow greater use of renewables and considerable energy savings. 

Actions include:
• Identify viable opportunities for installing additional renewables infrastructure
• Pilot installation of newer renewable technologies such as wave power and blue energy
• Demonstrate the application of smart grid technologies as a way of saving energy and 

integrating more renewable power in the energy mix
• Reduce overall energy use by changing behavior and increasing take-up of energy saving and 

energy efficient technologies
• Help change attitudes to energy use
• Support the development of more energy efficient processes

ii. Success stories/ good practice examples 

Supporting cleantech industry to reduce carbon emissions  
SCALE-UP helps clean-tech SMEs bring 40 green services and products onto the market. Through 
targeted ‘Meet the Buyer’ events, SMEs can pitch their innovative concepts to procurement officers 
of large buyers. The project has contributed to moving towards decarbonisation by accelerating 
the uptake of new technology aimed at reducing the CO2 levels. So far 18 success cases have been 
implemented, leading to an average of over 30% CO2 reduction. Overall, over 30 solutions have 
been demonstrated in relation to climate change adaptation. In total the project has triggered 
nearly €29 million in investments. Efforts in this area must be intensified for the North Sea Region 
to become climate-neutral.
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Involving kids in raising the energy efficiency of school buildings
2imprezs empowers school children at 141 schools in the North Sea Region to take a leading role 
in reaching 30% energy savings, reducing emissions by 7,320 tons of CO2. The project recognizes 
the strategic role of school kids who are considered ‘agents of change’ and are involved in all core 
activities, from conducting energy audits for school buildings to assess their schools’ current energy 
situation and designing a plan for improvements and energy savings. Each school nominates 
‘Energisers’ amongst the students and engages all school children in interactive events. More than 
20,000 students participated in the project’s Energy Challenges campaign in 2018 alone. The project 
won Interact's 'project slam' at the 2019 European Week of Regions and Cities.
 
Fast-tracking cost-effective energy renovation 
INDU-ZERO presented their project at the Steering Committee meeting in Rotterdam in December 
2019. They explained that the project was developing renovation packages that provide quick 
and inexpensive sustainability improvements to existing homes. Fourteen organisations from six 
countries are working together to design a blueprint for a factory that can produce these renovation 
packages at an industrial scale. As part of the project, sites will be selected, and businesses sought 
to build and operate the factory.

iv.Achievement on outputs/ specific objectives 

Projects under specific objective 2.1 and specific objective 2.2 share a common main output indicator, 
namely “green products, services and processes piloted and/or adopted by the project”. According 
to the Cooperation Programme, a ‘green’ product, service or process is one that offers improved 
environmental performance in terms of preserving natural capital, using better production methods, 
and / or changing consumption patterns. Green solutions should provide a demonstrable reduction 
in carbon and other emissions and/or resource use. 

The following table provides an overview of the level of achievement on this output indicator. In 
total, priority 2 projects have piloted and/or adopted 195 green products, services and processes 
to date. The programme set out to achieve 51 on this output indicator, meaning the projects have 
overachieved the programme level target by 382%. On project level, the projects promised to deliver 
147 pilots, meaning that the achievement rate to date is 133%. 

PROGRAMME LEVEL PROJECT LEVEL

Specific 
Objective

Indicator Achieved Target Achieved 
(%) 

Target Achieved 
(%) 

2.1 & 2.2 No. of green products, 
services or processes 
piloted or adopted by 
the project

195 51 382% 147 133%
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v. Policy uptake/ contributions  

Projects in priority 2 have contributed to a number of European policies such as the Clean Energy for 
All Europeans package (2018); EU Directive on Internal Electricity Market, §16 on community energy 
initiatives; EU Energy Efficiency Directive 2018; Eco-Innovation Action Plan; the Energy Performance 
of Buildings Directive; and EU Action Plan for the Circular Economy. 

Lessons learned

• Continue the implementation of circular economy projects in the 
future

• Continue with pilots and demonstrations as vital parts of the project 
lifecycle

• Supplement future projects with their work on ‘legacy’ and on 
activities and results that will be maintained after the end of the EU 
funding, and examine how the projects can ensure the resources 
needed to sustain them. 

• Another lesson for the future is the involvement of the waste and 
recycling sector. There are ample opportunities for businesses to 
introduce zero waste production and consumption methods (‘use and 
re-use’), encourage high quality waste management, and increase 
recycling efforts (incineration of non-recyclable waste only and phase 
out of landfills). While BIOCAS examines this broad area to a limited 
extent, an entire project looking at this problem is still lacking within 
the project portfolio. 
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Priority 3
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d) Priority 3

Basic facts

The North Sea Region has a rich natural environment with a varied coastline, river estuaries, wetlands, 
woods, hills and mountains providing a varied and valuable landscape and marine environment. 
Valuable habitats are protected through a large number of terrestrial and marine Natura 2000 
sites and numerous national and regional conservation schemes. However, there are many shared 
environmental threats such as degradation of the marine environment, spread of air and water 
borne pollutants, degraded habitats and ecosystems, and vulnerable coastal and waterside areas. 
Thus, land- and sea-based ecosystems face strong pressures on their long-term sustainability. 

In addition, there are shared long-term threats to the environment caused by climate change. Sea 
levels rose on average by 9 cm in the 20th century and the rate has accelerated to more than 3 
mm per year. The North Sea Region faces a significant increase in the frequency and severity of 
storms and associated flood risks. Such climate change impacts lie on top of existing pressures on 
the environment and require increased attention to flood risks in low-lying coastal areas, improved 
solutions for management of water-catchments and estuaries as well making ecosystems, crops 
and cities more resilient to increased temperatures. 

Priority 3 is the North Sea Region Programme's answer to the challenges described above. Projects 
in this priority focus on long-term maintenance of the sustainability of the North Sea Region in 
terms of protecting against climate change and preserving the environment and its ecosystems.

By the end of 2019 (after Calls 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11), 18 projects had been approved in Priority 3 with 
a total of € 43,828,066 in ERDF and € 745,505 in Norwegian funding. This leaves € -146,821  in ERDF 
funding for future projects. The deficit is due to approved overallocation of funds. 

i.Intro to Priority Achievements

Main areas of achievements within priority 3 – Sustainable NSR:
• New or better tools to protect aquatic ecosystems
• Mainstreaming methods and techniques for monitoring of pollutants and state of ecosystems 

in the marine environment
• Testing measures to maintain and improve biodiversity of ecosystems in the North Sea Region
• Improving existing and new measures for climate adaptation such as improved catchment and 

ground-water management
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ii Map of pilots

• Piloting and strengthening coastal flood protection measures targeting 'build with nature' 
methods

• Improving urban resilience to climate change

Main sectors:
• National, regional and municipal environmental and spatial planning authorities
• Water utilities
• Green NGOs
• Citizens’ initiatives/organisations/science
• NGOs for out-door activities – such as hunters and fishermen
• Farmers' organisations, nationally and locally
• Clean-tech companies – in particular working with water and ecosystem services

The map reflects the data available on 15 January 2020, provided by projects.  Please note that the pilots 
as well as the data available to the Joint Secretariat are subject to constant changes.  Please see Annex 2 
for larger pilot maps. 
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iii. Network Analysis
German Hamburg, Oldenburg and Brake as well as Flemish Aalst are prominent within this priority, 
while all North Sea Region countries are well represented. 

iv. Beneficiary Distribution
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Analysis

i.Priority 3 in the Cooperation Programme

Priority 3 on "Sustainable North Sea Region: Protecting against climate change and preserving the 
environment" has two specific objectives addressing climate adaptation and resilience and long-
term sustainable management of ecosystems in the North Sea Region.

Objective 3.1: Demonstrate new and/or improved methods for improving the climate 
resilience of target sites 
Most coastal areas around the North Sea basin are low-lying and subject to storm surges as well as 
larger inland flood risks from rivers and groundwater caused by increased precipitation. Projects 
under the climate resilience objective 3.1 have worked primarily with:

• Flood defense construction techniques targeting especially ‘build with nature’ methods
• Improving environmental and catchment management to preempt flood risk and other 

negative impacts such as drought and increased nutrient leaching
• Demonstrating new urban planning and infrastructure approaches to improve resilience of 

cities and towns and mobilise stakeholder support for adaptation measures
• Integrating adaptation perspectives in regional planning and development

Objective 3.2: Develop new methods for the long-term sustainable management of North Sea 
ecosystems.  
Pressure is mounting to maintain a robust natural environment in the NS region that provides food 
and resources and regulates water and air quality and nutrient cycle. Sustainable management 
aims to ensure that human impacts do not exceed the sustainable limits of the North Sea region’s 
ecosystems so that a natural balance can be maintained. This includes ways to reduce nitrogen and 
phosphorous overloads, pollution, and biodiversity loss, as well as to ensure sustainable limits for 
resource extraction, freshwater use and land use.

Projects on sustainable management of North Sea ecosystems have focused mainly on the following 
topics and issues:

• Worked with new methods and technologies for tackling environmental problems
• Mainstreamed successful methods and approaches into public policies and management
• Promoted long-term strategies, such as supporting integrated maritime spatial planning 

approaches, for sustainable management of North Sea landscapes and the North Sea itself
• Implemented participatory processes winning stakeholder support for environmental 

measures and understanding of ecosystem services.
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ii. Success stories/ good practice examples 

Climate resilience and environmental management issues are often interlinked – for example, river 
catchment management must address resilience, quality of the aquatic environment, and the quantity 
and flow of water. There are also stronger interactions between environmental management and 
climate change challenges than most people recognize. This applies to off-shore wind and maritime 
spatial planning, as well as to land use and management, e.g. peatlands, and sequestration of carbon 
in the soil, to name two examples. Thus, a substantial number of the projects in priority 3 work 
with linkages between climate resilience, sustainable environmental management, and reduction of 
carbon from natural processes.

Climate adaptation and resilienceClimate adaptation and resilience
Building with Nature (BwN) integrates natural dynamics and landscape structures in innovative flood 
defense systems. The project, which comprises 13 pilots, explores the potential of using natural 
structures – such as nourishment of dunes and sandy shores and giving more space to riverbeds – in 
flood defense. BWN documents the costs and effects of the different interventions and will inform 
decisions about future investments into climate adaptation measures. The project is highlighted 
in the 2018 UN World Water Development report Nature Based Solutions for Water and in the UN 
Climate Summit 2019 compendium for Nature-Based Solutions, prepared together with US Army 
Corps of Engineers.

Water management
TOPSOIL fosters ntegrated management of the quantity and quality of groundwater, based on 
ground-breaking topsoil mapping techniques. Current knowledge about the top 30-70 m layers of 
soil and groundwater aquifers is poor, which makes it hard to know which scenario is more likely 
in a specific area. TOPSOIL deploys advanced technology to map subsoil structures and processes. 
The project has demonstrated 15 new solutions that have evolved into important tools for long-
term groundwater management as part of climate adaptation. A major spin-off from the project has 
been the uptake of solutions in NL, UK and DK. 17 organisations in the programme area have used 
the tTem mapping system and beyond the North Sea Region, including in New Zealand and the US. 
TOPSOIL partners are collaborating with climate adaptation projects in North Sea Region, EU Life 
and other Interreg funding schemes.
 
Blue growth, maritime spatial planning and marine ecosystems
NorthSEE is supporting implementation of the EU Maritime Spatial Planning Directive in the North 
Sea Basin. It is the first of its kind to stimulate transnational cooperation, experience sharing and 
cooperation of 6 countries between Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) authorities in the North Sea 
Region. Focusing on particular relevant MSP aspects in the region – offshore energy, shipping, and 
protected marine areas – it provides new insights for the current planning processes. The NorthSEE 
project is cooperating inter alia with BalticLINes in the BSR and SÉANSE in the North Sea. In 2016, 
seven countries with coastlines along the North Sea signed a political declaration to work together 
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on specific MSP aspects. Thus, NorthSEE is enabling Member States to build their capacities in MSP. 
The capacities are needed for implementing the MSP Directive which requires national maritime 
spatial plans to be completed by the end of 1st quarter of 2021.
 
Farmland biodiversity and ecosystem services 
PARTRIDGE will bring back farmland birds and insects, raising biodiversity in its pilots by 30%. The 
project takes a bottom-up approach, where farmers and hunters collaborate with civic society 
Organizations such as Hunting and Ornithology and public agencies to identify and test solutions. 
Partridge is extremely active in involving stakeholders. There are for example 69 farmers who have 
signed to implement project measures at demo sites on their land, together with 39 hunters and 100 
volunteers. The project has also involved 21 researchers, more than 200 students and around 150 
members of the general public in monitoring activities.

Carbon sequestration: Keeping carbon in the ground 
CANAPE in priority 3 is an example of integrating carbon storage in peat soils, climate adaptation and 
restoration of ecosystem services. CANAPE restores degraded peatlands and promotes sustainable 
peatland farming, locking the carbon safely underground. Once peatlands are drained, they keep 
releasing large amounts of carbon year on year. Conversely, rewetting and restoring these lands can 
halt emissions. Some of the largest areas of degrading peatlands are found in Europe. CANAPE is 
testing and providing proof of concept on peat-soil restoration and agriculture on wet peat – called 
paludi-culture. To create local economy benefits and cover the costs of restoration, CANAPE promotes 
products (compost, charcoal, insulation material, and paper) made from plants that grow naturally 
in the wet environment. Some partners are actively involved in national implementation strategies 
on wetlands for carbon sequestration and surface water retention and storage. CANAPE also liaises 
with the peatland expert group of the Nordic Council of Ministers, the Ramsar Convention on climate 
regulating wetlands and projects in the Baltic Sea Region and North West Europe programmes.

iii. Achievements on outputs/ specific objectives

Priority 3 has two main output indicators. Projects under specific objective 3.1 deliver on the main 
output indicator “new and/or improved climate change adaptation solutions demonstrated”. A 
climate change adaptation solution is a method that prevents climate change damage to a target 
site or reduces the negative impact of such damage.  

The main output indicator for specific objective 3.2 is “sites managed using new solutions supporting 
long-term sustainability”. According to the Cooperation Programme, this output aims to capture the 
take-up of new environmental management solutions across the North Sea Region. A ‘site’ means a 
geographically separate area managed in line with the new solution. Please see more information 
in the table below.
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PROGRAMME LEVEL PROJECT LEVEL

Specific 
Objective

Indicator Achieved Target Achieved 
(%) 

Target Achieved 
(%) 

3.1 Number of new and/
or improved climate 
adaptation methods 
demonstrated

36 25 144% 81 44%

3.2 Number of sites 
managed using 
new solutions 
supporting long-term 
sustainability

51 42 121% 172 30%

 
v.Policy uptake/ contributions  

Projects under priority 3 have contributed to a number of policies. Most of the projects ground 
their work in policies at the EU level when applying, although it is the national, regional and local-
level policies that many refer to in their reports. Environment policies include those on agricultural, 
chemicals, climate mitigation, climate adaptation, energy, low carbon economy, marine and coastal, 
nature and biodiversity, soil, sustainable maritime spatial planning, integrated water management, 
water scarcity and droughts. These topics are mainly represented by the EU Water Framework 
Directive, EU Flood Risk Management Directive, EU Habitats and Birds Directive, EU Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive, EU Common Agricultural Policy, EU blue growth and maritime policies, EU 
carbon emissions reduction policy, EU Climate Adaptation strategy, the OSPAR convention etc. 

Lessons learned

• During the VB programme period, the Programme has seen a strong demand as well 
as a need for environmental protection, climate adaptation and biodiversity projects.

• This priority bridges two areas of activities/goals – adaptation and mitigation. The 
current programme set up has been flexible enough to allow projects to respond to 
demands and needs in both areas. 

• Priority 3 projects have been very successful at reaching citizens; this priority is very 
'human-centric' and supports the concept of bringing 'science to people.'

• The administrative set up for projects in this priority needs to be flexible due to 
uncontrollable conditions such as weather, changes in geographic landscape, etc.

• The full scale of impacts of priority 3 projects will turn up after project completion. It 
is very hard to measure the full impact by the end of the project lifetime. 
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Priority 4
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e) Priority 4

Basic facts

Priority 4 focuses on demonstrating a potential for change in North Sea Region transport systems. 
The North Sea region is the international trade hub for most of the continent because of its deep 
water ports. The transport sector is therefore a major contributor to the region’s economy and 
provides essential links to the outside world. 

However, it faces enormous challenges if it is to break the region's reliance of transport on fossil 
fuels, especially as transport flows continue to increase. This trend affects the local and regional 
levels in particular, as transport systems are generally based around car and truck use and local and 
regional throughways. By having a specific priority on transport - Green Transport and Mobility – the 
programme brings focus and an impetus to efforts to demonstrate how the North Sea Region can 
start to move away from fossil fuels for transport.

The projects in priority 4 cover a wide range of topics in terms of different transport technologies and 
applications. Together these projects have addressed the main challenges in the region regarding 
greening freight and personal transport and improving accessibility from different angles. This has 
helped the North Sea region remain a frontrunner in terms of adopting sustainable and innovative 
transport solutions.

By the end of 2019 (after Calls 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11), 14 projects had been approved in Priority 4 with 
a total of € 27,198,403 in ERDF and € 1,901,645 in Norwegian funding. This leaves € -1,303,405 in 
ERDF funding for future projects. The deficit is due to approved overallocation of funds. 

i.Intro to priority achievements 

Main areas of achievements:
• Making (public) passenger transport more efficient
• Attention on green logistics and modal shifts
• Preparing and planning for the next generation of mobility and fuels
• Improving mobility in rural areas
• Reducing automobile use in urban areas
• Promoting smart cycling
• Increasing viability of zero emission vehicles
• Raising profile of challenges related to autonomous road transport
• Smart last-mile freight delivery in urban areas
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Main sectors:
• Public transport providers, both local and regional
• NGOs focused on the 'sharing economy'
• Green energy providers
• Ship-building and vehicle manufacturers
• Ports

ii. Map of pilots 

The map reflects the data available on 15 January 2020, provided by projects.  Please note that the pilots, 
as well as the data that is available to the Joint Secretariat, are subject to constant changes. Please see 
annex 2 for larger maps.
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iii.Network Analysis

The Flemish city of Gent is the largest hub for beneficiaries of North Sea Region transport projects. 
The UK cities Inverness, Leeds and Aberdeen as well as Dutch Assen and Swedish Gothenburg are 
additional strongholds for this priority.
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iv.Beneficiary Distribution

Analysis
i.Priority 4 in the Cooperation Programme
 
Cars and trucks prevail as the predominant forms of passenger and freight transport in the North 
Sea region, and both contribute to greenhouse gas emissions, air pollution, congestion and injuries 
caused by traffic accidents. A central challenge for the region is the transition from fossil fuel-driven 
transport to more sustainable and low emission mobility. Priority 4 therefore seeks to demonstrate 
where alternative solutions can be applied.

Specific objective 4.1
The first specific objective in priority 4 focuses on the development of demonstrations of innovative 
and/or improved transport and logistics solutions with potential to move large volumes of freight 
away from long-distance road transportation. Many elements for increased multimodal transport, 
including under-used infrastructure, were already in place when the cooperation programme was 
written. It is considered key to connect the elements, mainly by making inland waterways more 
accessible for freight ships and to promote the use of alternatives to freight transport by trucks.

Specific objective 4.2
The second specific objective in priority 4 deals with the take-up and application of green transport 
solutions for regional freight and personal transport. Multimodal solutions apply mostly to long 
distance goods transport, while shorter journeys and personal transport require a different set of 
solutions. This specific objective therefore supports actions that demonstrate the potential of green 
solutions such as car-sharing, mobility as a service and alternative fuels. The policy sector is targeted 
in this objective to support changes to spatial planning and citizens travel needs. The North Sea 
region has proven to be a first mover in terms of adopting sustainable solutions to mitigate climate 
change. This is not only due to the strong research capacity on transport issues present in the region, 
but also because of strong business interests and a wealth of market opportunities in the area.
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iii. Success stories/ good practice examples
 
Alternative fuels
Priority 4 projects have a very strong environmental aspect as many of them contribute to the energy 
transition. During the VB programme period, the development of technologies for low emission 
vehicles has gone through a vast acceleration. Projects have made use of these new opportunities 
by piloting different technologies for alternative fuels in different applications and settings, as well 
as investigating implications for city planning, economic/business models and public policies.
 
One of the examples in this field is SEEV4-City. The project is demonstrating smart electric mobility 
solutions, integrating renewable-energy sources, and encouraging take-up of both in cities. The 
challenge they address is the difference in demand and supply of renewable energy. Electric vehicles 
are not always charged with electricity from renewable sources and electrical grid instability is a 
real concern. The objective of the project is to establish a system that allows electric vehicles to be 
charged by locally produced renewable energy using the EV batteries as short-term storage, through 
bidirectional chargers. This technique is known as Vehicle to Grid (V2G) and aims to balance out the 
curve of power demand over the day. 

The pilots of the project are carried out in five cities in five European countries. SEEV4-City is making 
a huge step forward in how green city development plays a key role in enabling the introduction 
of new businesses for renewable energy and ultra-low emission mobility services as well as in 
supporting social acceptance studies, new management guidelines and policy frameworks. 

Rural transport
The North Sea region programme has an important role in promoting accessibility and sustainability 
of transport from rural and remote areas to the TEN-T core axes. Rural populations are often heavily 
dependent on cars. Different projects in priority 4 therefore focus on maintaining and improving 
rural services at a reasonable cost. By doing this, they avoid the risk of social exclusion of non-car 
drivers, and ensure accessibility for tourists and visitors to rural areas which potentially increases 
economic activity in those areas.

G-PaTRA, which stands for Green Passenger Transport in Rural Areas, aims to promote green transport 
and mobility by enhancing the capacity of authorities to reduce CO2 from personal transport in 
remote, rural and island areas. It will embed more zero emission vehicles in rural transport systems 
by improving and integrating available passenger transport resources. The consortium consists of 13 
partners from across Europe and is running pilots such as bus services, including for example a primary 
school service, a secondary school service, a youth bus, a village bus service and rural ‘mobile hubs’.  
 
These initiatives do not only demonstrate the technical innovations required but also the institutional, 
operational, social innovation changes needed to make a change. By better understanding the legal, 
regulatory and funding regimes in partner countries, the project will also ensure that innovation is 
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transferable between jurisdictions. The project aims to improve the capacity of transport authorities 
to reduce CO2 from rural transport and to demonstrate that a minimum 10% CO2 reduction can be 
generated from innovative transport interventions with the same or better mobility for the residents 
in question.
 
Freight transport
Promoting  the use of alternative modes for transport for freight (instead of road transport) is an 
important objective of the programme in light of reducing emissions, congestion and noise and 
preventing accidents. North Sea region projects contribute to this objective by identifying potential 
multimodal routes and barriers in these routes, piloting solutions, connecting services and routes to 
the TEN-T network and supporting improved logistics.

This is clearly the case in the #IWTS2.0 project, which implements various waterway adaptations but 
also develops and tests smaller vessels, making different sections of waterways accessible for freight 
transport. There seems to be low awareness about small waterways transport opportunities, low 
innovation in small barge development and a lack of expertise in using small waterway opportunities. 
Therefore many waterways in Europe remain widely un- or underused in the past decades. Ten 
partners in five of the member states join forces to mobilise potentials and capacities to promote 
the use of alternative modes for transport. They are in total operating eight pilots, including the 
realisation of a quick modal shift by introducing new and proven logistic technologies, make 
better use of existing waterways by adapting them towards a sufficient standardised vessel and by 
developing innovative sustainable small barge concepts. Another objective is the modernisation of 
Inland Waterway transport education and training with a focus on navigation on smaller waterways.

iv.Challenges faced during implementation  

Although the overall implementation of priority 4 has been a success, challenges do occur. In particular, 
the North Sea Region Programme cannot fund large infrastructure projects and investments to the 
extent that the Connected Europe Facility (CEF) can. Projects have had to  operate on a smaller 
scale and focus on new technologies that make use of existing infrastructure. Some projects have 
faced resistance when implementing new solutions in symbiosis with existing practices of public 
service providers. It has not always been easy for priority 4 projects to engage different policy levels 
and stakeholders. In other cases, permission by public authorities/governments to operate new 
technologies (such as automated shipping or automated buses) has stalled or been delayed.  

v.Achievement on outputs/ specific objectives
 
Projects under specific objective 4.1 and specific objective 4.2 share a common main output indicator: 
“New and/or improved green transport solutions adopted.” Please see the table below for further 
details.  
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PROGRAMME LEVEL PROJECT LEVEL

Specific 
Objective

Indicator Achieved Target Achieved 
(%) 

Target Achieved 
(%) 

4.1 & 4.2 Number of new and/
or improved green 
transport solutions 
adopted

103 50 206% 151 68%

 
vi.Policy uptake/ contributions
Projects under priority 4 have contributed to a number of policies. Most of the projects ground 
their work in policies at the EU level when applying, although it is the national, regional and local-
level policies that many refer to in their reports. Transport policies include those on urban mobility, 
alternative fuels, inlands waterways, resource-efficient transport systems and cycling. These topics 
are mainly represented by the Urban Mobility Package (Together towards competitive and resource-
efficient urban mobility) and the EU White Paper on Transport 2011 “Roadmap to a Single European 
Transport Area - Towards a competitive and resource efficient transport system”. Transport projects 
have also contributed to the TEN-T network, connecting regions to the TEN-T corridors.

Lessons learned

• In contrast to IVB, the uptake of projects in priority 4 during VB was not very slow.
• Attracting projects under specific objective 4.1 was challenging.
• Outcomes show that North Sea Region projects are achieving a reduction of CO2 

emissions in this programme period.
• Finding support and legal permission for new technologies from national, regional and 

local governments and public transport service providers is not always easy.
• Some, if not many, priority 4 projects could fit under other themes – for example, 

urban planning (SHARE-North, ART-Forum, BITS).
• The projects in this priority focus on innovative technologies making use of existing 

infrastructure instead of building new infrastructure.
• Special role for the programme in completing the TEN-T comprehensive network, 

which feeds into the core network: Connecting rural and remote areas.
• The transport sector is developing rapidly, and North Sea Region projects were able to 

be flexible and respond quickly to new trends. 
• There is a need to appeal to both regional and urban stakeholders when it comes to 

transport-related projects.
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Measuring achievements
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f) Measuring achievements
Background

The North Sea Region Programme uses an indicator system to monitor the progress of projects 
and evaluate the effectiveness of the interventions funded by the programme. The system has two 
levels: programme and project. (See more on the programme’s indicator system and intervention 
logic in section 3d.) The table below provides an overview of the current level of achievement on the 
programme’s main indicators.

PROGRAMME LEVEL PROJECT LEVEL

Indicator Achieved Target Achieved 
(%) 

Target Achieved 
(%) 

Number of enterprises participating 
in cross-border, transnational or 
interregional research projects

3329 79 4214% 5012 66%

Number of research institutions 
participating in cross-border, 
transnational or interregional 
research projects

811 80 1014% 746 109%

Number of organisations/ 
enterprises adopting new solutions 
by project end

2264 780 290% 6230 36%

Number of organisations/ 
enterprises informed about new 
solutions by project end

385122 7803 4936% 166891 231%

 

Priority contributions to compulsory indicators
The projects in the Programme’s four priorities have contributed to different extents to the so-far 
reported achievements on the compulsory indicators.  

32%

38%

22%

8%

Number of enterprises participating in cross-border, 
transnational or interregional research projects

Priority 1

Priority 2

Priority 3

Priority 4
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38%

20%

29%

12%

Number of research institutions participating in cross-border, 
transnational or interregional research projects

Priority 1

Priority 2

Priority 3

Priority 4

55%

9%

23%

12%

Number of organisations/ enterprises 
adopting new solutions by project end

Priority 1

Priority 2

Priority 3

Priority 4

82%

6%
7% 4%

Number of organisations/ enterprises informed 
about new solutions by project end

Priority 1

Priority 2

Priority 3

Priority 4
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Lessons learned

• At the programme level, all output targets have been surpassed; while 
this is not yet true at project level, the assumption – based on reported 
achievement thus far – is that these targets will also be surpassed.   These 
trends should be considered when thinking ahead to the indicators for 
the next programme.

• After four years of project implementation there is generally a good 
level of achievement on results across priorities.

• Considering that projects need to set result indicators and targets 
themselves, this is a good example of indicators that work. There is no 
significant overachievement, as seen with the outputs.

• Many projects wait until close to project end before reporting on results; 
if a similar indicator system is used in the next programme, it is worth 
considering whether there should be requirements for when and how 
projects report on results.
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g) Looking at achievements 
from another angle

Background

North Sea Region Programme projects apply within one of the programme’s four thematic priorities 
and under one of the nine specific objectives available to them. However, it is clear that there are 
multiple cross-priority themes that could provide a new dimension for analysing the scope of the 
challenges targeted by projects. 

Thinking outside the silos of the four priorities provides more insight to the wider thematic focus 
areas of the projects. To identify common challenges across priorities, the JS has defined six focus 
areas which the projects are addressing. These fall within three main challenge areas defined in the 
Cooperation Programme: Innovation, environment and transport.

Enhancing liveability – improving the quality of life in the North Sea Region by increasing social 
inclusion, fostering job creation in the hinterlands and making connections between rural and urban 
areas, as well as improving the region’s resilience through adaptation to the impacts of climate 
change.
 
Improving resource utilisation – promoting a more sustainable or circular use of natural and 
human resources as well as public and financial resources in order to allow us to create more with 
less and to deliver greater value with less input.

Pushing digital transformation – making use of opportunities that digital technologies and big 
data management can provide.

Discovering new markets – identifying and creating new business opportunities in the region and 
enabling businesses and public organisations to access those opportunities 

Managing ecosystems and biodiversity – contributing to halting biodiversity loss, restoring and 
delivering ecosystem conservation through long-term management.

Moving towards carbon free – contributing to the reduction of CO2 emissions and other greenhouse 
gasses, whether directly and indirectly.

These focus areas reflect what the JS believes are the ‘driving forces’ behind projects, and the projects 
may each fall under more than one. Projects in priorities 2 and 4, for example, might be carrying 
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out activities that demonstrate ‘moving towards carbon free’ and ‘improving resource utilisation’. 
Projects in priorities 1 and 3 might be working toward ‘enhancing liveability’, albeit in very different 
ways, and ‘pushing digital transformation’. 

Of the focus areas, enhancing liveability (57%) and improving resource utilisation (51%) are 
most widely represented in North Sea Region projects. Managing ecosystems and biodiversity is 
represented in only 25% of the projects.

Projects per focus area

Main challenges in North Sea Region projects – split by priority
 
The figure below illustrates how each of the four priorities are linked to the three main challenges.

 Projects per main challenge - split by priority
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Focus areas in North Sea Region projects – split by priority
The focus areas are unevenly distributed across the focus areas, as seen the in the figure below.

 Projects per focus area - split by priority

Lessons learned

• The focus areas help us to think about the projects outside the silos of the thematic 
priorities. Each focus area is targeted by at least 25% (and up to 57%) of all projects 
across the different priorities. 

• Some priorities are closely connected in terms of targeting the same challenges or 
focus areas. For example, projects in priorities 2 and 4 both have a strong focus on 
moving towards carbon free, those in priorities 1 and 2 are both improving resource 
utilization, and projects in priorities 3 and 4 strongly enhance liveability.

• Thinking outside the box, as we have done by identifying overarching themes in the 
form of focus areas, is useful to capitalising on the programme's achievements.
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h) Policy uptake & development
Background

The six thematic focus areas and three main challenges provide a framework to analyse the wider 
policy objectives to which the projects are contributing.   

While the number of policies relevant to North Sea Region projects is large (over 180 are cited in 
the applications of ongoing projects), the overall thematic areas can be roughly aligned with the 
three main challenge areas: innovation, environment, and transport. Projects commonly operate 
with policy guidance panels, evaluating and recommending revisions to policy framework including 
EU policy. They seek to reach out to relevant political and administrative decision-makers.
 
Projects develop solutions to key challenges of the North Sea Region, test those solutions in 
specific settings, and deliver proofs of concept. This provides territorial evidence for adopting and 
implementing policies and strategies. 

Environment Innovation Transport
• Agricultural 
• Chemicals 
• Climate mitigation
• Climate adaptation 
• Energy
• Low carbon economy
• Marine and coastal 
• Nature & biodiversity
• Soil 
• Sustainable maritime spa-

tial planning
• Integrated water  

management
• Water scarcity and 

droughts

• Blue growth
• Circular economy
• Digitalisation
• Employment
• Cultural heritage
• Green public procurement 
• Health/Healthy ageing
• Industrial/Industry 4.0 
• Integrated maritime
• Local and regional busi-

ness support 
• Open Data Directive
• RIS3 (Research and 

Innovation Strategies for 
Smart Specialisation)

• Single market
• Smart cities

• Urban mobility
• Rural mobility
• Alternative fuels
• Inland waterways
• Resource-efficient  

transport systems
• Cycling

 

Policy areas covered by North Sea Region projects
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Projects address the challenges specific to their priorities, but they also deal with problems that are 
common to other priorities. Thus, there are policies addressed in the Programme that cut across 
all thematic priorities and should not be viewed as isolated to one or another. Example: Marine 
Spatial Planning Directive, addressed directly by NorthSEE but also in part by OESA on tidal and 
current energy, PERISCOPE on blue growth, and JOMOPANS and GEANS, which deliver solutions on 
protection of marine ecosystems. 

Some key policies are mentioned myriad times across North Sea Region project applications. The 
'top 10' (from most to least frequently mentioned in applications) are:

1. Digital Single Market
2. Water Framework & EU Flood Risk Management Directive
3. EU Habitats and Birds Directives
4. Digital Agenda for Europe
5. EU Action Plan for the Circular Economy
6. Marine Strategy Framework Directive
7. Common Agricultural Policy
8. Resource Efficient Europe
9. Blue growth and maritime policies
10. Low-carbon economy, energy efficiency & renewable energy

Each of the above is mentioned between three and ten times in the applications of the currently 
running projects. From this it is clear that quite a number of projects are focused on integrated 
water management, digitalisation, climate resilience and maritime policies, and resource efficiency 
- thus, covering environment and innovation, in principle. Below are some examples of projects that 
have worked toward influencing policy.

Innovation
The COBEN project enables a shift of energy value chains from centralised utilities to community-
owned renewable energy enterprises that provide tangible economic, environmental and social 
benefits to enrolled citizens. Policy successes the project has enjoyed so far include:
• The policy rule on social acceptance adopted in Emmen's (NL) spatial planning regulations. 
• A flexible and consistent methodology for Scottish Local Energy Plans has been developed and 

piloted. 
• A guide for municipalities in East Flanders to create local economic return and local social 

benefits from investments in renewable energy. 
• At a conference organized by the project partners in September 2019, the event concluded 

with the unanimous adoption of the European Commission’s invitation to set up a European 
Civic Energy Forum, which could allow Europe to capitalise on COBEN’s results and promote 
community energy on a large scale.
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Transport
SHARE-North has been active in engaging high-level institutions and implementing or influencing 
transport policy, and getting shared mobility on the agenda of high-level events and strategies since 
it started in 2016. Some of their highlights include:

• Bremen was the first state in Germany to pass its own Carsharing Law. The passing of this law 
demonstrates a clear prioritisation and recognition by the state government of the added value 
that car-sharing brings for citizens and the environment.

• Contributions at the regional level to a Future Mobility Strategy in West Yorkshire (UK), which will 
identify how future mobility could contribute towards the high level objectives and mode share 
targets in the West Yorkshire Transport Strategy. 

• Leiedal (FL), a project partner, has lobbied for integrating more prominently the sustainable 
mobility concepts explored in SHARE-North in the “vervoersregio’s” (regional policy platform for 
public transport and mobility policy) in Flanders.

• Flemish beneficiary Autodelen.net supports local governments in setting up carsharing/shared 
mobility action plans. So far 26 local governments are being supported in this way. Taxistop, 
another Flemish organisation, is also creating and promoting multimodal hubs. Thus, shared 
mobility is at the heart of multimodal transport policies at local, regional and international 
transport policies in Flanders as a result of SHARE-North.

Environment
JOMOPANS strives to develop a standardisation scheme for monitoring ambient noise in the North 
Sea, with the expectation that this will contribute to establishing a worldwide set of standards. This 
initiative is grounded in the knowledge that ‘blue growth’ activities, which are increasing in the North 
Sea, could severely impact the marine environment and ecology. The JOMOPANS monitoring scheme  
directly supports member states’ implementation of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, 
eased by cooperation through the Oslo Paris Convention (OSPAR). 

The EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive requires policymakers to define measures to improve 
the marine environmental status with respect to underwater noise. To do so, policymakers need 
information on the pressures of noise. JOMOPANS is developing tools to present this information in 
a coherent and understandable way and support policymakers’ decision-making processes.

Lessons learned

• Projects clearly contribute to  policymaking and policy implementation at all levels.
• There appears to be scope for even stronger alignment and synergies between projects 

and a wide range of European policies. 
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Conclusions
 
The North Sea Region Programme currently funds 73 projects run by altogether 957 beneficiaries. 
The average project involves 13 organisations. These projects are split into four priorities covering 
nine specific objectives. As of December 2019, the projects are divided as follows:

• Priority 1 (Thinking growth): 22 projects  and 322 beneficiaries 
• Priority 2 (Eco-Innovation): 19 projects and 247 beneficiaries
• Priority 3 (Sustainable NSR): 18 projects and 239 beneficiaries
• Priority 4 (Green transport and mobility): 14 projects and 149 beneficiaries.
 
The geographic involvement ranges from Norway (61 beneficiaries) to the Netherlands (199) .
 
The programme has allocated a total of €169 M thus far, split between €161,5 M in ERDF and close 
to €8M in Norwegian funding. 

Smaller, regional cities play a very important role in the programme. This strongly supports the 
argument that the impact of the programme reaches far beyond the usual centers of innovation and 
therefore has a beneficial impact on territorial cohesion within the North Sea Region. 

This report substantiates that the projects co-funded by the Programme are supporting policy uptake 
within a range of policies (see page 49).  The project cases described illustrate how the projects are 
supporting policy uptake, helping to make policies operational and enabling implementation of a 
broad range of EU strategies. 

Projects are progressing well on all outputs and will most likely meet their targets. In terms of results, 
it seems that the projects are also meeting their targets, however many projects have not reported 
yet on these indicators. At the programme level, all compulsory output indicator targets have been 
met, and achievement of results is at a sufficient level.
 
The Programme identified six main focus areas of ongoing projects: 1. Enhancing liveability, 2. 
Improving resource utilisation, 3. Pushing digital transformation, 4. Discovering new markets, 5. 
Managing ecosystems and biodiversity, and 6. Moving towards carbon free. 

In conclusion, at this stage in programme implementation, the projects demonstrate a good uptake 
of funds, satisfactory progress, and involvement in different focus areas that benefit the region as 
a whole. 
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Reflections on the future
 

This section concerns the overarching trends and agendas relevant to the future of the Programme. 
Please refer to the individual sections of this document and the full report for more detailed 
considerations on future programme management and administrative set-up. 

Interreg North Sea Region VI B will be embedded within the policy framework of the EU Green Deal. 
Some key points of importance for regional cooperation in the Programme will be:

• Helping Europe to reach the reduction target for 2030 and become climate-neutral by 2050
• Decarbonising the energy sector
• Increasing offshore wind energy production
• Fostering energy efficiency of production and buildings
• Developing smart infrastructure for clean energy distribution
• Supporting industry to innovate and to become global leaders in the green economy
• Rolling out cleaner, cheaper and healthier forms of transport
• Improving biodiversity management
• Protecting marine ecosystem services and management of maritime space
• Promoting nature-based climate adaptation. 

Other policies and frameworks that will impact the new programme include Europe fit for the digital 
age and the Territorial Agenda 2030. 

In its orientation paper, the European Commission recommends that the Programme adopts three 
of the five policy objectives (PO) listed in the draft regulations in the next programme period: 
• PO1 - A Smarter Europe
• PO2  - A Greener Europe
• PO5  - A Europe Closer to Citizens.

Based on this and the preceding analysis, it is possible to draw some trends and orientations for 
possible uptake in the next programming period:

Geographic scope  
The Brexit situation has made a possible extension of the North Sea Region Programme geography 
relevant. The potential loss of innovative and state-of-the-art project partners from the UK makes 
it necessary to consider participation of additional regions in order to ensure that the programme 
can deliver on its contribution to the EU Green Deal, digital single market and the territorial agenda. 
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Thematic concentration 
The analysis of cross-priority focus areas demonstrated that a more integrated approach in the 
programme is possible where projects contribute to one or more focus areas, and thus are not 
limited to the confines of the priority descriptions.

Projects in priority 1 have evolved from a focus on product development into creating supporting 
framework for the implementation of innovation measures regardless of the specific sectors 
addressed. Priority 1 projects can provide the support needed for innovation measures to be 
upscaled and taken up by the market in a majority of relevant North Sea Region sectors. From an EU 
Green Deal perspective, priority 1 could provide support measures for the uptake  or  upscaling of 
emergent innovative technologies or solutions, be it for business or for the public sector.

This report shows a large overlap between priority 2 and priority 3. Projects in both priorities could 
be a good fit for PO2 in the next programming period. Projects in priority 4 have not contributed to 
the development of transport infrastructure as such but rather have focused on alternative fuels 
and more efficient transport solutions in terms of modal shifts and urban transport. The thematic 
areas touched by projects in priority 4 would fit well under PO1 or PO2 in an upcoming programme. 
 
While there is no direct equivalent to PO5 in the current set of thematic priorities supported by the  
Programme, several projects deal with citizen involvement and/or the exchange of knowledge in 
urban areas and between urban and rural areas, with a few pilots and demonstrations also in island 
communities.

As such, the programme could continue ‘as is’ within the framework of the new programming period, 
delivering projects similar to what we have funded in the VB period. However, there is scope for the 
North Sea Region to continue leading in the green transformation by creating a greater impact 
through daring, innovative projects. This includes taking chances, being open to new opportunities, 
and responding to new challenges and problems as they develop. 

The “human-centric” focus of North Sea Region projects should continue, as it is relevant in terms of 
capitalisation but also for development and implementation as well as ensuring the durability and 
transferability of the project solutions.  
 
Operational aspects  
• The Programme could benefit from a greater cooperation among the stakeholders, especially 

between the Programme and the project community. One tool under consideration is an online 
platform integrated with the programme’s digital systems and linking the relevant stakeholders.

• The role of the JS and NCPs to advise projects on which Policy Objective they would fall under 
will increase in importance because the objectives will be broader and would allow for more 
interchangeability/overlap between them.

• The Programme would benefit from working more closely with other programmes. This is 
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Communication aspects 
• The Programme should continue and strengthen work to support project communication.
• The Programme’s visual identity should be revised to enable unique branding of the North Sea 

Region Programme whilst still being part of Interreg co-branding efforts.
• Programme communication would greatly benefit from a new website that meets its needs   

(including project websites) and is fully integrated with the Programme’s other online platforms.
• Continue European-level visibility efforts by taking part of European-level thematic events and 

campaigns, and continue to work closely together with Interact and Interreg programmmes.
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Annex 1

PILOT MAPS
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 Environmental Screening Process – SEA 
Enclosure 4  
 
 
 

 

4. European Commission guidance 1

 

 

4. European Commission guidance 
 
 
The European Commission guidance on the “Implementation of directive 2001/42 on the assessment of the 
effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment” can be found here: 
 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/index_en.htm 
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5. Annex II of the SEA Directive 1

 

 

 

5. Annex II of the SEA Directive 

 Criteria for determining the likely significance of effects referred to in Article 3(5). 
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5. Annex II of the SEA Directive 2



 Environmental Screening Process – SEA 
Enclosure 6 
 
 
 

 

6. Draft regulations 1

 

 

 

6. Draft Regulations 

Draft regulations for the CPR, ERDF, and Interreg 2021 – 2027 2027 can be found here: 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/regional-development-and-cohesion_en 
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Executive Summary 

This Orientation Paper is a document of the Commission aimed at launching a discussion on the North 

Sea Region Programme 2021-2027 (NSR) with Member States and third countries concerned. It does not 

represent the negotiating position of the European Commission, but is destined to provide ideas, options 

and orientations on the thematic focus of the future programme. 

The guiding principles for drawing this Orientation Paper are the following: 

1. The Functional Area principle: A functional area is generally characterised by interdependencies 

or links within territories, where functional connections either unite or isolate territories and 

areas influenced by them. For transnational cooperation, functionalities represent joint 

characteristics accompanied by common challenges and development potentials. Transnational 

cooperation is reaching its full potential when there is a strong will to address those challenges 

jointly.  

 

2. The Thematic Concentration principle: In view of the limited budgetary resources and the 

requirement to focus support in areas where EU funds can achieve the highest benefit, the 

programme should concentrate on thematic key areas where joint actions can have the biggest 

impact. In doing so, EU funds would focus on a limited set of objectives and policy areas, thus 

achieving the highest possible impact, in terms of efficiency of funding and result orientation.   

Based on these principles, the European Commission recommends concentrating the available ERDF 

contribution on: 

Policy Objective 1 (a smarter Europe by promoting innovative and smart economic transformation), 

Policy Objective 2 (a greener, low-carbon Europe by promoting clean and fair energy transition, green 

and blue investment, the circular economy, climate adaptation and risk prevention and management),   

Policy Objective 5 (a Europe closer to citizens by fostering the sustainable and integrated development 
of urban, rural and coastal areas and local initiatives), and the  
 
Interreg-specific objectives (a better Interreg governance and a safer and more secure Europe). 
 
Under the current architecture, the North Sea region is in overlapping with:  

 3 Transnational programmes (North-West, Baltic Sea Region and Northern Periphery 
and Arctic (NPA))  

 6 CBC maritime programmes (Two Seas, Botnia-Atlantica, Central Baltic, South Baltic, 
Öresund-Kattegat-Skagerrak (ÖKS), the maritime part of Germany-Denmark) and several 
land border programmes in the area (e.g. Germany-Netherlands, Belgium-Germany-
Netherlands, Belgium-France, EURegio Maas-Rhein, France-Wallonia-Flanders)  

Therefore, the NSR programme does not operate in isolation but is part of a larger complex set of 

programmes and strategies in the North Sea region, which need to be taken into account when designing 

the transnational cooperation programme. 

There is a need for stronger coordination between the different strands of the Interreg programmes not 
only during implementation but also especially during preparation of the programmes to avoid negative 
overlaps in the design of investment priorities and to identify optimal complementarities (“positive 
overlaps”). This requires appropriate coordination structures and early exchanges on the design of future 
programmes. 
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The geography for the future NSR 2021-2027 programme area includes the Member States Belgium 
(Flanders), Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden, as well as Norway as a third country. It is 
proposed to include all regions in the Netherlands in the next programme period. Further enlargements 
to other third countries could be taken into consideration in the light of further developments.1  
  

                                                           
1
 The potential participation of the UK in the programme depends on the outcome of negotiations on the 

future relationship. 
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A. Introduction 

1. This document together with the relevant country reports of the European Semester process set out 

key characteristics of the transnational North Sea Region programme. It outlines options and 

recommendations for the programming of future North Sea Region maritime programme (NSR). It 

will serve as a basis for discussion and to trigger constructive dialogue with Member States and 

partner countries, programme authorities and the European Commission. It will also provide point of 

reference for the task forces planning the forthcoming programmes (2021-2027). The paper is based 

on territorial analysis, lessons learned and the evaluation of the previous periods.  

 

2. This Paper will serve as a basis for discussion between Participating countries, programme authorities 

and the European Commission on the Transnational Cooperation Programme for the North Sea 

Region programme 2021-2027 (NSR). It does not represent the negotiating position of the European 

Commission, but is providing ideas, options and orientations on the thematic focus of the future 

programme. The paper relies on the profound analysis of relevant studies and other documents, and 

takes into account lessons learned from the previous and current programming periods 2007-20132 

and 2014-20203. 

 

3. The North Sea is one of the most heavily used sea basins in the world supporting fishing, shipping, 

trade, energy, recreation, defence and dredging. The common marine sea basin means there is a 

proven rationale and scope for focus on marine and maritime issues, although hinterland/inland 

areas are also addressed. There are strong connections and share development concerns in the 

region, and a real need to territorial cooperation on issues such as blue growth, communications, 

climate change and environmental protection. An example is the fact that the North Sea is an 

Emission Control Area for air pollution (SOx). 

 

4. A functional area is generally characterised by interdependencies or links within territories, where 

functional connections either unite or isolate territories and areas influenced by them. For 

transnational cooperation, functionalities represent joint characteristics accompanied by common 

challenges and development potentials. Transnational cooperation is reaching its full potential when 

there is a strong will to address those challenges jointly. 

5. The existing cooperation elements in the region include for example the North Sea Commission, 

initiative for the North Sea Strategy and attempts to investigate the potential for a macro-regional 

strategy for the region. However, currently there is no sea/basin or macro/regional strategy in force 

for the programming area.  

 

6. The current programme is well established. Cooperation has developed a strong focus on 

transnational issues and solutions, which build on shared strengths and opportunities and link 

fragmented actions. The Programme area, and wider region, have CBC programmes that make their 

own contribution to development in the region.  The Programme also has links to the North Sea 

Commission.  

 

7. In the document “Reflection Paper towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030”  the EU confirms its full 

commitment to implementation of United Nations 2030 Agenda: “The Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), together with the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, are the roadmap to a better 

                                                           
2
 CCI 2007CB163PO055. 

3
 CCI 2014TC16RFTN005. 
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world and the global framework for international cooperation on sustainable development and its 

economic, social, environmental and governance dimensions. The EU was one of the leading forces 

behind the United Nations 2030 Agenda and has fully committed itself to its implementation.” 

Therefore, these commitments need to be reflected in the preparations of the future NSR. 

 

B. Challenges and foundation of the functional area of the North Sea region 
 

8. The cooperation area of the 2014-2020 NSR has remained the same as for the 2007-2013 

programming period. The participating countries and regions are listed in detail below:  

 

Belgium: Antwerpen, Oost-Vlaanderen, West-Vlaanderen 

Denmark: Entire territory 

Germany: Bremen, Hamburg, Braunschweig, Hannover, Lüneburg, Weser-Ems, Schleswig-Holstein 

Netherlands: Groningen, Friesland, Drenthe, Overijssel, Flevoland, Noord-Holland, Zuid-Holland, 

Zeeland 

Norway: Entire territory 

Sweden: Sydsverige (Skåne län), Norra Mellansverige (Värmlands län), Småland med öarna 

(Kronobergs län), Västsverige 

United Kingdom: Tees Valley and Durham, Northumberland and Tyne and Wear, East Yorkshire and 

Northern Lincolnshire, North Yorkshire, South Yorkshire, West Yorkshire, Derbyshire and 

Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire, Rutland and Northamptonshire, Lincolnshire, East Anglia, Essex, 

Kent, North Eastern Scotland, Eastern Scotland, Highlands and Islands 

 

9. The 2021-2027 NSR covers six EU Member States and Norway: the whole of Denmark, Netherlands, 

and Norway, three provinces of the Flemish Region of Belgium, the north western regions of 

Germany and the south western area of Sweden. All regions are on or close to the coast of the North 

Sea itself. The NSR covers an area of some 538,000 km² and approximately 44 million people. The 

North Sea Region is a patchwork of varied territory extending from the remote islands and fjords at 

the northern edge of Europe through to the densely packed cities of Europe's core region with its 

concentrations of research and economic output. It includes some of Europe's most sparsely 

populated areas and some of its most heavily populated centres. It contains centres of national and 

regional importance, ranging from capital cities to regional administrative centres and centres of 

global economic importance.  

 

10. In overall terms, however, the NSR is characterised by the importance of small and medium-sized 

towns with a particular reliance on towns of less than 20,000 inhabitants. The size and population of 

NSR cities continues to rise steadily. This is partly because people continue to leave rural areas. The 

territories covered by the NSR programme have a strong physical connection through shared marine 

and maritime links. As a centre for trade, energy production, resource extraction, transport and 

commerce, the North Sea is a valuable reference point for delineating a meaningful functional area.  

 

11. The North Sea Region is a hub for economic growth in Europe, a centre of excellence for major 

industries and R&D, and central node in major European transport networks.4  Areas within the NSR 

already meet the Europe 2020 target of 3% of GDP to be invested in R&D, e.g. regions in Denmark 

and Sweden. Within the North Sea Region, the regions of Region Hovedstaden, Sjælland, Midtjylland, 

                                                           
4
 EC, (2014) Regional Innovation Scoreboard, CEC Brussels , http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/regional-

innovation-scoreboard-2014-pbNBBC14001/, p. 14 

http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/regional-innovation-scoreboard-2014-pbNBBC14001/
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/regional-innovation-scoreboard-2014-pbNBBC14001/
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Nordjylland, Hamburg, Östra Mellansverige, Sydsverige, and Västsverige are all amongst the 

‘innovation leaders’ designated by the EU’s innovation scoreboard. Innovation leaders have high 

levels of R&D expenditure in the business sector, SMEs innovating in-house, patent applications and 

product or process innovators. 

 

12. Marine and maritime sectors are vital parts of NSR economies. The maritime economy in the region 

has an estimated Gross Value Added of €150 billion and employs more than 850,000 people.5 North 

Sea fisheries provide high quality fish and shellfish and sustain associated industries.  Oil and gas are 

major industries in the region and the North Sea is a vital resource for renewable energy. The North 

Sea has some of the busiest shipping lanes and largest ports and harbours in the world, making it a 

global hub for maritime transport and trade. 

 

The current programme area connects the maritime and marine heart of the region and incorporates 

hinterland and inland development. This “connective capacity” gives the programme and the 

programme area a distinct role in relation to other forms of cooperation in the area.  

 

13. Netherlands has suggested to include the regions that are not currently participating to NSR to be 

included in the programme area in the next programme period.  

 

Lessons learned from previous programming periods: 

 

14. Territorial cooperation is well established in the North Sea Region. The current NSR programme 

builds on Community Initiatives INTERREG IIC 1997-1999 and INTERREG IIIB Neighbourhood 

Programme 2000-2006 and INTERREG IVB 2007-2013.  

 

15. The NSR 2007-2013 was centred on four thematic priorities (allocation in brackets)6: 

1.  Increase the overall level of innovation taking place across the NSR (21%) 

2.  Enhancement of the quality of the environment in the NSR (28%) 

3.  Improvement of accessibility of places in the NSR (28%) 

4.  Delivery of sustainable and competitive communities (17%) 

5. Technical Assistance (6%) 

Projects were implemented under four specific programme objectives: 

ad 1.  Building on our capacity for innovation 

ad 2.  Promoting the sustainable management of our environment 

ad 3.  Improving the accessibility of places in the NSR 

ad 4.  Promoting sustainable and competitive communities 

 

16. The NSR 2014-2020 centres on four thematic objectives (priority axes) (allocation in brackets)7: 

1. Thinking growth: Supporting growth in the North Sea Region economies (27%) 

2. Eco-Innovation: Stimulating the green economy (25%) 

3. Sustainable North Sea Region: Protecting against climate change and preserving the 

environment (26%) 

                                                           
5
 DG Mare, ‘Blue Growth’ 

<http://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/policy/blue_growth/infographics/#_North_Sea> 
6
 European Territorial Cooperation 2007-2013 – North Sea Region Programme. Total ERDF allocation EUR 138.5 

million. 
7
 North Sea Region Programme – Cooperation programme 2014-2020. Total ERDF allocation 167.3 EUR million. 
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4. Green Transport and Mobility (16%) 

5. Technical Assistance (6%) 

Projects are implemented under nine specific objectives (investment priorities): 

ad 1. Develop new or improved knowledge partnerships between businesses, knowledge 

institutions, public administrations and end users with a view to long-term 

cooperation (post project) on developing products and services 

ad 1. Enhance regional innovation support capacity to increase long-term innovation levels 

and support smart specialisation strategies 

ad 1 Stimulate the public sector to generate innovation demand and innovative solutions 

for improving public service delivery 

ad 2. Promote the development and adoption of products, services and processes to 

accelerate greening of the North Sea Region economy 

ad 2. Stimulate the adoption of new products, services and processes to reduce the 

environmental footprint of regions around the North Sea 

ad 3. Demonstrate new and/or improved methods for improving the climate resilience of 

target sites 

ad 3  Develop new methods for the long-term sustainable management of North Sea 

ecosystems 

ad 4. Develop demonstrations of innovative and/or improved transport and logistics 

solutions with potential to move large volumes of freight away from long-distance 

road transportation 

ad 4. Stimulate the take-up and application of green transport solutions for regional 

freight and personal transport 

 

17. In the 2007-2013 programme period the involvement of private partners within the North Sea Region 

programme became a key theme as it turned out during the on-going evaluation that projects and 

private partners benefit from each other. This lead to a recommendation: “The NSR Programme 

should continue with the successful integration of private partners in the next programme period 

2014-2020”. Among the other recommendations of the evaluation: “The programme should continue 

with the established cluster projects (also beyond NSR programme) in the next programme period by 

building on the successful implementation of a cluster facilitator” and “The programme should 

increase the opportunities for projects to learn from each other”. From these we could deduct: 

Programme’s focus should be on developing practical, solutions to shared development concerns, 

which could imply wider project partnerships involving public, private and research-based 

organisations. 

 

18. In 2014-2020, the operational evaluations have been contracted, but results are not yet available. 

The Programme has undertaken an on-going evaluation exercise. However, the on-going evaluation 

focussed on ‘administrative issues’.  

 

19. According to preliminary findings of an evaluation of projects in the 2014-2020 programme cover an 

array of policy areas and policy levels. All project applications are required to include a description of 

the policy context in which their project activities are situated; many projects also include in the 

objectives and/or work packages section of the application an aim or description of activities that will 

contribute to or influence policy-making in their particular area.  
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20. While the number of policies relevant to North Sea Region projects is large (over 170 are cited in the 

applications of those currently running), the overall thematic areas can be roughly aligned with the 

three main challenge areas identified in the Programme: innovation, environment and transport. 

 

21. In 2019 a programme modification was adopted in which funds from all other priority axes (except 

Technical Assistance) were transferred to Priority axis 3 (climate change and environment). The 

transfer was justified by the increased need to address climate change issues in the region and 

implementation needs (already fulfilled objectives of some priority axes and lower than expected 

demand in others). 

 

22. The territories covered by the NSR programme have a strong physical connection through shared 

marine and maritime links. As a centre for trade, energy production, fisheries, transport and 

commerce, the North Sea is a valuable reference point for delineating a meaningful ‘functional’ area. 

 

23. The NSR is a functional area defined by the North Sea basin. The current programme area connects 

the maritime and marine heart of the region and incorporates hinterland and inland development. 

This ‘connective capacity’ gives the programme and the programme area a distinct role in relation to 

other forms of cooperation in the area. 

 

C. Investment objectives linked to the challenges 
 

24. In this section, orientations are presented with respect to the five policy objectives, under which 

funding of the future NSR can take place. 

 

PO 1: A smarter Europe by promoting innovative and smart economic transformation 

25. World leading centres of excellence in biotechnology, service industries, transport, energy, green 

growth, clean tech, and increasingly the circular economy are also present in the area. World leading 

innovative industries have developed in parallel to more ‘traditional’ activities in sectors such as 

fishing, oil and gas, agriculture and food production. Regionally high levels of R&D expenditure are 

linked to regional population and specialisation and are pronounced in areas with particular research 

clusters and specialism, e.g. Region Hovedstaden (health and food). 

 

26. Shifts towards more specialised higher value added activities is a long-term trend, e.g. in blue 

economy, transport and key areas related to the development of R&D.  

 

27. Regional strengths in R&D, innovation and experimentation to develop new responses to major 

issues such as, marine plastics, flood risks, opportunities in the circular economy, provide an 

opportunity to engage transnational and cross-sectoral stakeholders to cooperation. Regions (and 

their industries) can draw on their collective strengths to carve out new innovation-focused value 

chain opportunities. 

 

28. SMEs are an important element of the NSR economy. However, while many SMEs are actively 

engaged in innovation, the percentage of SMEs introducing marketing or organisational innovations 

is below the EU average in many North Sea Regions except those in Germany, Denmark and Sweden.8 

SME growth and innovation, as well as internationalisation, is actively supported in the participating 

                                                           
8
 EC, (2014) Regional Innovation Scoreboard, CEC Brussels , http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/regional-

innovation-scoreboard-2014-pbNBBC14001/ 
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territories. Regional authorities can work together to cut the costs of support and improve SME 

access to information, for example on potential suppliers, clients, knowledge institutes, or taxation in 

networks and clusters elsewhere. 

 

29. North Sea regions have similarities in business structures linked to the sea and the coast and a 

potential for exchanging experiences and practices based on their smart specialisation strategies. 

30. Smart specialisation strategies developed by EU member states and regions are an expression of 
sound innovation policies and as such are of interest not only to EU member states, but also to non-
EU countries willing to improve their innovation ecosystems. The support provided should enable 
local stakeholders to gain the competences needed for continuing strategy design and 
implementation in the future in view of cooperation projects in innovation.  

31. Exchange of good practices among regions can provide additional insights for the development of 
innovation ecosystems inside and outside the EU enhancing collaboration in reaching global value 
chains. 

32.  Orientation: The North Sea Region should develop smart specialisation further, building on the 

competitive strengths and linking their strengths to new innovation-focussed value chain 

opportunities of the region, like sustainable resources, state of the art research and competence in 

human resources, effective and digital production technologies and world-leading design. The focus 

should be on supporting set of projects to develop, connect or make complementary use of testing 

and demonstration facilities to accelerate market uptake and scale up of innovation solutions in 

shared specialisation priority areas. 

 

33. Orientation: Many places in the North Sea Region have a strong RDI profile and RDI is certainly an 

important element of the economy in the North Sea Region. In order to avoid an unnecessary 

duplication of funding, PO1 in the future NSR should be targeted very carefully to areas that benefit 

especially from transnational cooperation. In particular, in their smart specialisation priority niche 

areas so that regions can complement their assets and potentials of business and research reach 

critical mass and scope to compete together at the global scale. RDI investments to limited, carefully 

chosen, challenge driven topics that are in line with the main priorities of the programme should be 

promoted (i.e. related to PO2). 

 

34. Orientation: Linked to regional strengths in R&D, innovation and experimentation NSR should 

continue to develop new responses to major issues such as clean and sustainable transport, marine 

plastics/litter, flood risks, opportunities in the circular economy and carbon capture, utilization and 

storage, that can be pursued in a unique way drawing on transnational and cross sectoral 

stakeholders 

 

35. Orientation: The states and regions in the NSR are in the process of developing and rolling out 

alternative fuels and low-carbon vehicle technologies. The NSR is also well-equipped with renewable 

energy and spear head technologies – such as wind, hydro and biomass aiming at respecting all 

relevant environmental provisions –  to facilitate a transfer to a low-emission and eventually fossil-

free transport system. These investments need to continue. (The implementation/deployment of 

such new innovations and/or technologies are supported by relevant policy objectives (PO2)). 
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PO 2: A greener, low-carbon Europe by promoting clean and fair energy transition, green and 

blue investment, the circular economy, climate adaptation and risk prevention and management 

 

36. Becoming the world’s first climate-neutral continent by 2050 is the greatest challenge and 

opportunity of our times. To achieve this, the European Commission presented the European Green 

Deal in December 2019,9 the most ambitious package of measures that should enable European 

citizens and businesses to benefit from sustainable green transition. Measures accompanied with an 

initial roadmap of key policies range from ambitiously cutting emissions, to investing in cutting-edge 

research and innovation, to preserving Europe’s natural environment.  

 

37. Supported by investments in green technologies, sustainable solutions and new businesses, the 

European Green Deal can be a new EU growth strategy. Above all, the European Green Deal sets out 

a path for a transition that is just and socially fair. It is designed in such a way as to leave no 

individual or region behind in the great transformation ahead. 

 

38. A greener, low-carbon Europe demands rethinking energy production, consumption storage and 

transportation as well as general economic value chains. This is closely linked to UN Sustainable 

Development Goal number 7 on affordable and clean energy. Changing energy production and 

consumption habits supports dealing with climate change and air pollution. 

 

39. The North Sea Region is both:  

 subject to and contributes to the negative impacts of climate change environmental 

degradation, and 

 a hub for initiatives to fight climate change and improve the environment. 

 

40. As a highly industrialised and highly populated area, the North Sea Region faces considerable 

environmental challenges and threats linked to pollution and emissions, the over exploitation of 

resources, and impacts of climate change. The exact nature and rate of these impacts are uncertain, 

but rising sea temperature and increasing acidification represent major threats to marine ecosystems 

coastal communities. A major concern is also the vulnerability of densely populated regions along the 

Dutch coast to rising sea levels, and related increases in storm surges and flood hazards. 

 

41. The share of renewable energy has increased in the NSR, in large part due to offshore wind energy. 

Two main drivers of this increase are support schemes for renewable energy technology and 

shrinking costs. By 2016, the share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption was very 

high in some NSR countries, but substantially lower in others: Norway 69.4 percent, Sweden 53.8 

percent, Netherlands 6 percent, Germany 14.8 percent, Denmark 32.2 percent and Belgium 8.7 

percent.10 Interconnectivity of the electricity grids throughout the North Sea is the topic of 

considerable discussion, and would allow the region to make better use of renewable energy 

production capacities and the various forms of energy transport. Another important issue is Maritime 

                                                           
9
 The European Green Deal https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en, accessed 

18.12.2019  
10 EPRC calculations based on Eurostat: Share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption, 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/download.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=t2020_31, accessed 
23.22.2018  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/download.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=t2020_31
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Spatial Planning. The last ministerial meeting of the North Sea Energy Cooperation endorsed a new 

work programme to address these issues.11 

 

42. Emission of radioactive water from nuclear plants and ship wrecks, oil spill, sewage, air-transported 

micro plastic, plastic waste from land, fishing boats and cruise ships are some of the threats facing 

the marine environment and biodiversity. Tackling marine emission and litter is therefore an 

increasingly important priority. 

 

43. NSR countries are also leaders in R&D and innovation in the circular economy, low carbon 

technologies, and alternative and renewable energy. The number of green patents submitted 

between 2001 and 2010, reflects the green technological development of the region, and thus its 

future capacity for green growth and the further development of the circular economy. 

 

44. Initiatives for a greener and low-carbon Europe support the EU’s commitment to the Paris 

Agreement and UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG numbers: 7 (Affordable and clean energy), 

13 (responsible consumption and production), 13 (climate action), 14 (life below water) and 15 (life 

on land)). 

 

45. The road to a climate neutral economy would require joint action in following strategic areas: energy 

efficiency; deployment of renewables; clean, safe and connected mobility; circular economy; bio-

economy and natural carbon sinks; carbon capture and storage to address remaining emissions. 

 

46. Progress in major issues such as climate change and the related themes of energy transition and 

carbon reduction demand large-scale policy interventions and large resources. They are the target of 

major EU and national government initiatives. Nevertheless, for the North Sea Region there is 

potential role as transnational cooperation has a proven role in helping to share information among 

the various stakeholders, public sector, research/academic, business, SMEs and consumers, work 

could build on this aspect to help support change. 

 

47. Orientation: Environmental protection and biodiversity are complex and interrelated. The North Sea 

Region programme should continue to engage in a flexible, innovative way in this field, enabling it to 

respond to new challenges, niche/specific concerns in new ways, which has been a strength of the 

programme in the past.  

 The programme’s focus on an eco-system approach to environmental management remains relevant 

and a good basis to build better integrated actions, and potentially a basis for synergies with other 

policy initiatives and actions. 

 Climate change adaptation and resilience has particular resonance in coastal and low-lying areas 

subject to flooding and extreme weather.  

 Developing, piloting, testing, and transferring territorially adapted solutions e.g. in clean renewable 

energy, flood protection, circular economy, marine environment protection and climate change 

adaptation (deployment of innovation results). 

 

48. Orientation: NSR should continue to build on strength that can be drawn from capacity and 

experience of working across sectors and territories. Initiatives for circular economy, greener and 

                                                           
11

 https://kefm.dk/media/12744/joint-statement-on-the-deliverables-of-the-energy-cooperation-between-the-
north-seas-countries.pdf 

https://kefm.dk/media/12744/joint-statement-on-the-deliverables-of-the-energy-cooperation-between-the-north-seas-countries.pdf
https://kefm.dk/media/12744/joint-statement-on-the-deliverables-of-the-energy-cooperation-between-the-north-seas-countries.pdf
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low-carbon Europe need to be included in the future NSR. They also support the EU’s commitment to 

the Paris Agreement and UN Sustainable Development Goals. 

 recognised areas of programme strength and potential include: marine environment protection and 

maritime sectors, blue and green growth, innovative energy and low emission solutions, circular 

economy, life and biosciences and tackling marine emissions and litter  

 Low carbon/green solutions, clean tech and environmental protection is, and should continue to be, 

a theme cutting across all these areas of intervention. The North Sea region has capacity to advance 

its competitive position by leading on minimising environmental costs 

 In addition, sharing information and best practices between the participating regions on methods 

such as Carbon Capture, Utilization, and Storage (CCUS) and restoring biodiversity and natural carbon 

sinks could be considered  

PO 3: A more connected Europe by enhancing mobility and regional ICT connectivity 

49. Transport is an important issue on the North Sea Region. While there are considerable regional strengths 

in transport logistics and connectivity, significant regional variations also exist. The South East areas of 

the North Sea Region have high territorial connectivity to road, rail and airport networks in the centre of 

Europe.  In the north-west of the area, due to a less dense network of railways and roads, air transport 

becomes more important and plays an important role in connecting the peripheral areas with the largest 

urban centres in the region. 

 

50. Transport accounts for about 25% of the greenhouse gas emissions in Europe and it is a major source of 

air pollution in particularly urban areas. International shipping is a large and growing source of emissions. 

While transport on the one hand is part of the climate problem, it is on the other hand also an important 

part of the solution. There is untapped potential to reduce shipping emissions cost-effectively through a 

combination of regulations, technology development, stakeholder cooperation and targeted financial & 

other incentives. 

 

51. The states and regions in the NSR are in the process of developing and rolling out alternative fuels and 

low-emission vehicle technologies and infrastructure, which will contribute significantly, to lowering 

emissions from terrestrial transports. The NSR is also well-equipped with renewable energy and spear 

head technologies to facilitate a transfer to a low-emission and eventually fossil-free transport system. 

Furthermore, it is important to link transport interventions with relevant plans and programmes under 

EU acquis, such as National Energy and Climate Plans, National Air Pollution Control Programmes, Air 

Quality Plans and Noise Plans. 

 

52. The TEN-T policy (Trans-European Network) is key for promoting free circulation of goods, services and 

citizens throughout the EU and in the NSR. The TEN-T network is crucial for promoting accessibility, as 

well as for ensuring quality, efficiency, safety and sustainability of transport operations in the NSR. The 

network is also important for linking up to third countries and the rest of the world.  

 

53. Orientation: Transport interventions are mainly addressed through TEN-T investments and national 

transport policies, it is proposed that transport investments should target the CEF and EIB instruments. A 

North Sea Programme will not have the resources to make substantial impacts on key transport 

development concerns. Also worth noting is that the current programme, and its predecessor, initially 

struggled to commit its transport funding. Therefore, PO3 is not recommended as a thematic focus for 

the future NSR programme. 
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PO 4: A more social Europe implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights 

54. Demographic trends and life style changes are drivers for increasing territorial diversity. Current trends 

such as urbanisation, ageing, migration, changing family & household structures are continuing and 

effect a growing number of places. 

 

55. Social cohesion in both urban and rural regions is a significant development challenge.  Urban areas have 

concentrated pockets of long-term economic deprivation and complex social problems, including highly 

marginalised groups.  Youth out migration is a problem facing more rural areas and towns and, across 

the NSR as a whole, demographic ageing and the rapid increase in the old-age dependency ratio is a key 

concern. The pressure on public services resulting from these trends is an issue across the NSR. 

 

56. Orientation: Challenges in relation to population dynamics and social issues are best tackled by ESF+ 

funding, in particular within the national and regional programmes under PO4. 

PO 5: A Europe closer to citizens by fostering the sustainable and integrated development of 

urban, rural and coastal areas and local initiatives 

57. The NSR incorporates both major city regions in the economic core of Europe and remote, sparsely 

populated and peripheral regions, particularly in Norway and eastern Denmark.  Major urban centres in 

NSR have seen steady population growth over the period 2000-2014 including in Copenhagen (6 

percent), Amsterdam (14 percent) and Oslo (23 percent).  Growth projections are set to continue, with 

anticipated population increase most notably in regions of Belgium and Sweden, and in regions with 

large urban centres, such as Antwerp, Hamburg, Oslo. Migration is a key driver of population increase 

since the 1990s. 

 

58.  Outside the major cities, a particular shared concern is the development of coastal communities. Shifts 

in travel and economic patters have had a major long-term impact on these areas and efforts continue to 

strengthen economic growth, through e.g. promotion maritime heritage, economic diversification, and 

community led development.  

 

59. The North Sea Programme area includes territories who are globally renowned for their innovative 

approaches to planning, sustainable urban development and local-led development. However, these can 

be developed isolation, there may be scope in the future for the programme to support projects that 

share learning and exchange and develop these initiatives at a transnational scale.  

 

60. For transboundary problems such as air pollution, it could be useful to consider cooperation on pollution 

reduction and information exchange for authorities and citizens (monitoring, warning systems, air quality 

index).  

 

61. Orientation: It is suggested that PO5 is addressed primarily within the context of cross-border 

cooperation programmes. Nevertheless, it should be considered how PO5 might be implemented in the 

NSR, particularly through projects that share learning and promote exchange in relation to urban, 

sparsely populated areas or islands cooperation. 
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INTERREG-specific objectives:  

Better INTERREG governance and safer and more secure Europe 

62. North Sea Region has high levels of administrative capacity building. However, there are possibly some 

ways of taking forward more coordinative role for the EU programmes in the region. NSR could act as a 

catalyst for interaction, support synergies and complementarities with relevant programmes in the 

region (mainstream EU, cross-border and trans-national). 

 

63. The role of Interreg-specific objective “safer and more secure Europe” is relevant as the programme 

includes cooperation with third countries. Where actions in the fields of border crossing management 

and mobility and migration management, including the protection of migrants (as described in the 

European Territorial Cooperation regulation proposal) are relevant in macro-regional level this Interreg 

specific objective should be considered.  

 

64. Orientation: Developing synergies and better coordination between programmes (e.g. mainstream EU, 

national and cross-border cooperation) in the region should be addressed. The NSR incorporates 

Member States that are involved in the Baltic Sea Macro-Regional Strategy, notably Denmark and 

Sweden (+Norway). There are a number of common thematic links between the NSR Programme and 

this strategy. However, these are coincidental rather than planned interactions. Looking to the future 

there could be some value in monitoring developments, with a view to linking relevant projects into 

wider networks. 

 

D. Conclusions for the 2021-2027 period for the cooperation area, including strategic 

orientations and relationship to macro-regional strategies/sea-basin strategies  

65. The NSR’s current geography is based on the North Sea basin, there is no sea basin strategy  or MRS in 

force currently. Inclusion of regions of Netherlands that are not currently participating to the programme 

needs to be considered. 

 

66. Based on the considerations elaborated in the previous sections for transnational cooperation topics, the 

following thematic focus of the future NSR is proposed: 

PO1 

o Develop further the NSR work on smart specialisation building on work of the regional 

strengths 

o Promote RDI activities in the challenge driven fields related to PO2 

PO2 (strongest focus) 

o Development of transnational circular economy systems 

o Develop measures to reduce the air and water pollution of the North Sea Region 

o Promote climate change and adaptation related investments 

o Develop low-emission/green solutions  

o Continue with eco-system approach to environmental management 

PO5  

o Support knowledge sharing and exchange from innovative approaches to planning, 

sustainable urban development and local-led development and develop these initiatives at a 

transnational scale, as well as pollution reduction and information exchange for authorities 

and citizens 
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Interreg-specific objective of better governance (15%)12 

o  Foster cooperation between regions and programmes  

 

67. The programme should have a greater focus on a limited number of POs, in order to bring added value to 

cooperation and to maximise impact, efficiency and result orientation. Focusing mainly on PO2 (a 

greener, low-emission Europe) would bring real benefit to the fight against the climate change around 

North Sea.  

 

68. Interreg specific objectives will ensure more synergies, more coordinated approach of investments and 

improved capacities of the stakeholders in the NSR. 

 

 

  

                                                           
12

 See Recital 19 and Articles 14 and 15 (2) of the Proposal for a Regulation COM(2018)374 of 29.5.2018.   
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Annex 1 

 

PO 
2021/2027 
 
Programmes 
2014-2020 

1 
A smarter 
Europe 

2 
A greener, 
low-carbon 
Europe 

3 
A more 
connected 
Europe 

4 
A more social 
Europe 

5 
A Europe 
closer to 
citizens/ 
Interreg-
specific 
objective 

Transnational      

Baltic Sea TO1 TO6 TO7  TO11 

Northern 
Periphery and 
Arctic 

TO1,3 TO4,6    

North-West 
Europe 

TO1 TO4,6 TO7   

Cross-border      

Interreg V-A SV-
FI-NO (Nord) 

TO1,3 TO6  TO8  

Interreg V-A SV-
FI-NO (Botnia-
Atlantica) 

TO1,3 TO6 TO7   

Interreg V-A FI-
EE-LV-SV 
(Central Baltic) 

TO3 TO6 TO7 TO10  

Interreg V-A SV-
DK-NO (ÖKS) 

TO1 TO4 TO7 TO8  

Interreg V-A SV-
NO  

TO1  TO6,7 TO8  

Interreg V-A BE-
NL 

TO1,3 TO4,6  TO8  

Interreg V-A BE-
FR-NL-UK (Two 
Seas) 

TO1 TO4,5,6    

Interreg V-A 
DE-NL 

TO1 TO4   TO11 

Interreg V-A BE-
DE-NL /EURegio 
Maas-Rhein) 

TO1,3   TO9,10 TO11 

Interreg V-A BE-
FR (France-
Wallonia-
Flanders) 

TO1,3 TO5,6  TO8,9  

Mainstream       

Belgium 
(Flanders) 

TO1,3  TO4,5,6  TO9  

Denmark TO1,3 TO4    

Germany TO1,3 TO4,6  TO9  

Netherlands TO1 TO4  TO8,9  

Sweden TO1,3 TO4 TO7 TO8,9,10 TO11 
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 NB: The allocation of the Thematic Objectives (TO) of the 2014-2020 programming period to the 

proposed Policy Objectives for 2021-2027 has been approximately done based on the following 

definitions: 

  

 TO1: Strengthening research, technological development and innovation 

 TO2: Enhancing access to, and use and quality of, information and communication  

  technologies 

 TO3: Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs 

 TO4: Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy 

 TO5: Promoting climate change adaptation, risk prevention and management 

 TO6: Preserving and protecting the environment and promoting resource efficiency 

 TO7: Promoting sustainable transport and improving network infrastructures 

 TO8: Promoting sustainable and quality employment and supporting labour mobility 

 TO9: Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination 

 TO10: Investing in education, training and lifelong learning 

 TO11: Improving the efficiency of public administration 
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Enclosure 9 
 
 
 

 

9. EPA Guidelines 1

 

 

 

9. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) guidelines 

The guidelines for the Danish Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) guidelines can be found on the  
Danish Environmental Agency webpage here:  
https://mst.dk/natur-vand/miljoevurdering/miljoevurdering-af-planer-og-programmer/ 
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 Environmental Screening Process – SEA 
Enclosure 10 
 
 
 

 

10. Danish Law 1

 

 

 

10. Danish Law on SEA and EIA 
 

The Danish Law on SEA and EIA (LBK nr 973 of 25/06/2020 link to Danish register of legal acts) can be 
found here: 
https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2020/973 
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 Environmental Screening Process – SEA 
Enclosure 11 
 
 
 

 

11. Draft guidance 1

 

 

 

11. Draft guidance from the Danish Ministry of Environment and Food 

Link to the draft guidance on the law on environmental assessment of plans and programmes and of 
specific projects (EIA) from the Danish Ministry of Environment and Food: 
https://prodstoragehoeringspo.blob.core.windows.net/0788eaa9-b6cf-45dd-a5ab-
b2f8c9606c05/Vejledning.pdf 
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Application of the SEA 
Directive to the 

EU 2021-2027 cofinanced 
programmes

40th meeting of the Expert Group on ESIF 
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Brussels, 11-12 February 2020
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Directorate-General for the Environment
Mainstreaming and environmental assessments
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• Agriculture, forestry, fisheries, energy, industry, 
transport, waste/ water management, telecom, tourism, 
town & country planning or land use

Sectors

• Plan & programme set the framework for future 
development consent of projects listed in the EIA 
Directive

AND

Future EIA 
projects 

• Plan & programme require an assessment under Article 
6 or 7 of the Habitats Directive

OR
Impact on 

nature 
sites/species

When is an SEA required?



The environmental assessment procedure

Scoping

Decision

Information on decision 

Environmental Report/Study

Screening

Information and Consultation

Monitoring

F
o

r 
p

ro
g

ra
m

m
e
s
 s

c
re

e
n

e
d

 o
u

t 

(s
h

o
rt

e
r 

p
ro

c
e
d

u
re

) 

Scope and level of detail

EAs to be consulted

The “Report” (including a 

non-Technical summary)

Public, environmental 

authorities, other MS

Takes account of Report 

and consultations

End of SEA process

Using screening criteria



When is a screening required?

Plans & programmes using small areas at 
local level.

Minor modifications to plans /programmes 

Plans & programmes setting the 
framework for future “non-EIA projects” 
and “non-SEA sector”.



When is an SEA required? (2/2) - exemptions

Plans & programmes the 
sole purpose of which is to 
serve national defence or 
civil emergency and

Financial or budget 
plans/programmes.

When is the SEA not applicable ? (exemptions)



Which EU programmes are likely to be covered by the 
application of the SEA?

– Programmes co-financed by the EU fall under the scope of 
the SEA

– … provided that they correspond to the characteristics of a 
plan (as defined in the directive)

ERDF
Cohesion 

fund

CAP 
(strategic 

plans)

EMFF

Fisheries

ESF

Interreg?



OP covers SEA sectors (art. 3.2) + sets framework for 

development consent of future EIA projects

SEA is needed (annex I criteria)

OP determines use of small areas, OP in “non-SEA” sectors, OP setting framework 

for development consent of projects not listed in EIA, minor modifications of P&P  

screening is needed (annex II criteria)

OP does not set the framework for future development consent 

of projects (EIA and non EIA) and does not cover SEA sectors 

art. 3(2)

no SEA + explanatory statement 



– A non-technical summary of the environmental report.

– Information on the consultations with the public and the 

environmental authorities (article 6).

– A description of the measures concerning monitoring. 

– A summary of how environmental considerations and the opinions 

expressed have been taken into account (art. 9.1).

On the basis of what information will the Commission 
assess the SEA of the OPs?

N.B.  The final statement required by Article 9(1) is to be issued after the 

adoption of the programme, once all modifications are introduced.



SEA for transnational and cross-border programmes



In the absence of specific rules/requirements in the MSs:

– Managing Authorities (MAs) and Environmental authorities (EAs) 

should agree on the procedure to be followed when starting the 

preparation of the Programme. 

– Practical issues such as scope of the report, the preparation of a 

single or joint report(s), the timing and organisation of 

consultations should be decided early in the process.

– Joint body involving MAs and EAs from the MSs concerned 

could be set up (good practice).

– Regular meetings throughout the SEA process should be held 

(face to face or teleconference) to ensure general coordination.

Joint or separate SEA procedures?



Single or separate environmental report(s) ?

– Scope of the report(s) (i.e. extent to which certain matters are 

assessed) : need to coordinate and agree. Consult all relevant 

EAs.

– Single SEA report = most advisable solution to cover the whole 

programme and assess its overall effects. However, separate 

reports are also acceptable.

– In case of separate reports: 

 avoid important differences in the scope and level of detail of the 

reports.

 a synthetic presentation/summary of the overall effects of the OP 

providing an overview of the overall impacts of the 

Programme should be considered.



Organising consultations with the public & EAs

Environmental authorities in all the MSs involved need to be consulted.

From a practical point of view, it is very likely easier to organise
consultations in each MS (linguistic aspects, national rules in relation to
public consultation, time frames..) rather than a single public consultation.

Consider the documents to be made available to the public: draft
programme, environmental report + in case of separate procedures: non-
technical summaries from the other MSs.

Translation: to ensure appropriate public participation, relevant information
(draft programme + at least non-technical summary) should be made
available in the languages of the MS involved.

Need to give the public and the EAs an early and effective opportunity within appropriate time 
frames to express their opinion on the draft plan and the environmental report(s).



• The report and the opinions 
expressed are taken into 
account during the preparation 
of the OP + info on the decision 

Articles 8 & 9

• Need to incorporate the results of the 
separate reports and of the different 
consultations into the programme.

• Statement(s) summarizing 
environmental integration 

In case of 
separate 

procedures

Decision making and info on the decision



Lessons learnt (1/2)

Findings related to contents and process:

 it is difficult to assess to what extend findings of SEA were fully 
used during planning, amendment and implementation

 Where possible, analysis should build on SEA 2014.. 

 Learn from the experience of those involved in evaluation 2014 

Planning:

 Realistic planning and time schedule, allowing for unexpected 
delays

 SEA should finish before the final version of the OPs – and its 
main conclusions should feed into them



Lessons learnt (2/2)

 True Involvement of stakeholders, including NGOs.

 Invite all relevant stakeholders, allow enough time for consultations
and discussions, organize consultations to ensure effective
participation

 Cooperation of environmental authorities is key, at local, regional
and national level!

 Environmental statement/ article 9 declaration



Useful sources of information

 EIA / SEA Homepage: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/home.htm

• Guidance on the implementation of the SEA Directive
• Studies and reports on the implementation of the EIA/SEA Directives

 Guidance on Integrating Climate Change and Biodiversity 
into Strategic Environmental Assessment: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/pdf/SEA%20Guidance.pdf

 GRDP Handbook on SEA for Cohesion Policy 2007-2013 
(Interreg IIIC, GRDP greening regional development
programmes)

• http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/working/doc/sea_handbook_fi
nal_foreword.pdf

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/home.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/pdf/SEA%20Guidance.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/working/doc/sea_handbook_final_foreword.pdf

	Final ToR for screening process 110121
	Enclosure 1 _Diagram of the priorities and specific objectives tabled for PPG no 5
	Enclosure 2_Scoping Study_final report and annex with addemdum
	2_Final Report with addendum_scoping study
	2_Annex to Final Report with addendum_scoping study_PPG 4A meeting_090920

	Enclosure 3_ State-of-play-2014-2019-short
	2020 Achievement report_short_31MAR2020
	_GoBack
	Introduction   
	Programme 
	inventory
	a) State of implementation
	b) Priority 1
	c) Priority 2
	d) Priority 3
	e) Priority 4
	f) Measuring achievements
	g) Looking at achievements from another angle
	h) Policy uptake & development

	for the future


	All maps incl text
	Priority 1
	Priority 2
	Priority 3
	Priority 4


	Enclosure 4 _Commission guidance
	Enclosure 5 _SEA Directive _Annex II
	Enclosure 6 _Draft Regulations
	Enclosure 7_ Commissions Orientation Paper
	Enclosure 8_ DG ENV_DG REGIO Letter on SEA 06012020
	Enclosure 9_ EPA Guidelines
	Enclosure 10_Danish Law
	Enclosure 11_Draft guidance
	Enclosure 12_Application of the SEA Directive



