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Chapter 1. Programme summary 
 

The Interregional Cooperation Programme enables cooperation between regional and local 
authorities from different countries in the EU27, Norway and Switzerland. This takes the form 
of projects in which these authorities exchange and transfer their experiences and jointly de-
velop approaches and instruments that improve the effectiveness of regional development 
policies and contribute to economic modernisation.  

In line with the Community Strategic Guidelines for Cohesion Policy 2007-2013, the pro-
gramme aims to contribute to the Union’s strategy for growth and jobs. As such, it is an im-
portant instrument for the implementation of the EU initiative Regions for Economic Change 
(RFEC). RFEC is designed to support regional and urban networks discovering best practice 
in economic modernisation, particularly those contributing to the Union�s growth and jobs 
agenda, and to spread this best practice to all regions in order to help stimulate their sustain-
able growth and reduce economic disparities.  

 

The programme is structured around two thematic priorities, grouping action fields that are 
key in helping to achieve a contribution from the regions of Europe to the Union’s strategy for 
growth, jobs and sustainable development. 

Priority 1 addresses innovation and the knowledge economy, focusing mainly on the sub-
themes innovation, research and technology development, entrepreneurship and SMEs, the 
information society, and employment, human capital and education.  
 
Priority 2 targets environment and risk prevention, most notably the sub-themes natural 
and technological risks, water management, Waste prevention and management, biodiversity 
and preservation of natural heritage, energy and sustainable transport, and cultural heritage 
and landscape. 

 

This Operational Programme supports two different types of interventions.  

Firstly, it supports �Regional Initiative Projects�  initiated by regional actors aiming to ex-
change experience in a specific policy field in order to identify good practice and to develop 
new tools and approaches for implementation. 

Secondly, INTERREG IVC supports �Capitalisation, including Fast Track projects� in or-
der to ensure that good practice identified, for instance, by the regional initiative projects 
mentioned above, finds its way into the Convergence, Regional Competitiveness and Em-
ployment and European Territorial Cooperation programmes.  
 
 
The programme is co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). It has 
a total available ERDF budget of � 321 million for the 2007-2013 period. The programme 
area covers the whole territory of the European Union plus Norway and Switzerland. The 
programme co-finances the participation of public authorities and bodies governed by public 
law from these countries. Participation of actors from outside this area is possible under cer-
tain conditions. 
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Chapter 2. Introduction 
 

2.1. Interregional Cooperation in a changing context 
This Operational Programme (OP) is financed in the framework of interregional cooperation 
in the European Union under the Cohesion policy for 2007-2013. The programme will enable 
interregional cooperation by bringing together regional and local authorities from different 
countries in projects to exchange and transfer their experiences in regional policy and jointly 
improve and develop regional policy approaches and instruments. The programme will be 
part-funded by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF).  

This 2007-2013 Interregional Cooperation Programme builds on the experiences of the Com-
munity Initiative INTERREG IIIC (2002-2006), which was designed to strengthen Europe�s 
economic and social cohesion by funding operations that boost cooperation between re-
gional and local authorities from across the EU leading to a balanced development of the 
continent. More than 260 INTERREG IIIC projects were approved involving over 2600 re-
gional and local authorities as well as public-equivalent institutions from all EU MS and a 
number of other countries. These operations addressed a wide range of topics closely re-
lated to implementation of European Union (EU) regional policy, largely in areas of public re-
sponsibility in regional development.  

The experiences from these years of interregional cooperation are positive in the sense that 
the programme managed to bring together many actors from across the EU, dealing with a 
wide variety of issues. Considering these results, there is a strong need for continuity of inter-
regional cooperation, with some adjustments, related on the one hand to new global and ter-
ritorial challenges in Europe, and on the other hand the new major orientations given to co-
hesion policy over the period 2007-2013. 

 

2.2. Developments in the global and territorial context 
The context for drafting this Operational Programme (OP) for Interregional Cooperation for 
the period 2007-2013 is characterised by several major developments: 

- the recent enlargement of the Union to 25, and now 27, Member States (MS), with Bul-
garia and Romania joining in 2007, which has dramatically increased disparity levels 
across the EU; 

- the increased globalisation of markets and the lagging situation of Europe concerning 
growth and competitiveness compared to the US and to some Asian countries; 

- the acceleration of climate change and related territorial impacts; 

- the demographic challenges and their impacts on labour markets; 

- the trends in regional and territorial development (catching up process in central and 
eastern Europe, stronger development of metropolitan areas). 

These developments are of strategic importance for all EU policies for the coming years. 
Most notably they have impacted the EU� s Lisbon and Gothenburg Strategy, which in turn 
has shaped the strategy for EU Cohesion policy for the 2007-2013 period. 
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2.3. Developments in the policy context 
2.3.1 Updated Lisbon and Gothenburg Strategies 

In order to face the challenges mentioned above, the EU has decided to renew the basis of 
its competitiveness, increase its growth potential and productivity, and strengthen social co-
hesion. Several steps mark out this constructive process.  

In March 2000 in Lisbon, EU heads of state and government agreed on an ambitious goal: 
making the EU "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, 
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohe-
sion". In particular, it was agreed that to achieve this goal, an overall strategy should be ap-
plied, aiming at: 

• preparing the transition to a knowledge-based economy and society by improving policies 
for the information society and research development (R&D), as well as by stepping up 
the process of structural reform for competitiveness and innovation, and by completing 
the internal market;  

• modernising the European social model, investing in people and combating social exclu-
sion;  

• sustaining the healthy economic outlook and favourable growth prospects by applying an 
appropriate macro-economic policy mix.  

However, due to the little progress that was made a few years later in achieving the main 
goals of Lisbon strategy, the Commission proposed a new Partnership for Growth and Jobs 
to the European Council of March 2005. The Council confirmed the policy objectives set out 
by the Commission and underlined the need to re-launch the Lisbon Strategy. This renewed 
effort required that �the Union must mobilise all appropriate national and Community re-
sources, including cohesion policy�. In addition, it concluded that greater ownership of the 
Lisbon objectives on the ground was necessary, involving regional and local actors and so-
cial partners. This is of particular importance in areas where greater proximity is essential, 
such as in innovation and the knowledge economy, employment, human capital, entrepre-
neurship, support for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) or access to risk capital fi-
nancing. 

This renewed Lisbon strategy now forms the context for many EU initiatives and policies 
each contributing to achieving elements of the strategy. These include thematic policies like 
the European Commission initiative �i2010: A European Information Society for growth and 
employment� aimed at promoting the development of the digital economy and the wider use 
of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) by citizens and businesses or action 
plans, like the Environmental Technologies Action Plan, aimed at the promotion of environ-
mental technologies and eco-efficient innovations.  

More recently, the EC recommended in its January 2006 first Annual Progress Report on the 
Lisbon strategy that Member States ensure that Community cohesion and rural development 
investment is targeted towards supporting the Lisbon Strategy in general and that the new 
generation of cohesion policy programmes address the following four priority actions: 1) in-
vesting more in knowledge and innovation; 2) unlocking business potential; particularly of 
SMEs; 3) responding to globalisation and ageing; and 4) moving towards an efficient and in-
tegrated EU energy policy. 

Beyond these basic guidelines for the whole EU, the concentration of financial resources on 
the less developed regions remains essential over the period 2007-2013 considering the in-
crease of disparities resulting from the recent EU-enlargement in May 2004 and its continua-
tion in 2007. When looking at the separate policies that together form the Lisbon ambitions in 
relation to innovation and the knowledge economy, one can observe a lot of regional imbal-
ances that characterize the present situation (for instance, the leading regions as far as re-
search and innovation infrastructures are concerned are almost exclusively located in the 
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EU-15 countries, whereas these structures are thinly spread in the regions of the new MS). 
On the other hand, there is also a significant catching up process in the territorial develop-
ment of the new MS concerning some policies (for instance education).  

The Fourth Progress Report on Cohesion adopted in February 2006 confirmed that the 
enlargement of the Union presents an unprecedented opportunity to reinforce both economic 
competitiveness and the internal cohesion in Europe. While enlargement represents a sub-
stantial widening of regional disparities in the EU, the report noted at the same time that 
some of the poorest parts of the new Member States have some of the highest growth rates. 

More generally concerning the territorial aspects, the pattern of development perspectives 
challenging regional development policy in the coming decade is likely to include: 

- a continuation of the catching up process in central and eastern Europe, 

- a stronger development of metropolitan areas both in the East and the West and growing 
pressures on a number of rural areas,  

- growing impacts of the demographic evolution (population ageing) on regional economy 
and labour markets. 

This overall situation represents significant challenges for the EU�s territorial cohesion and 
calls for more intensive interregional cooperation to improve the quality of EU regional policy 
interventions. 

In 2001, at the Gothenburg European Council, Member States agreed on the first EU sus-
tainable development strategy (SDS) that set out the policy framework for European Union 
action to achieve the long-term vision of sustainability.  Economic growth, social cohesion 
and environmental protection are seen as mutually supportive, and in this respect, the SDS 
underpins the whole of the Lisbon Strategy and adds to it an environmental strand.  

However, unsustainable trends in relation to climate change and energy use, threats to pub-
lic health, poverty and social exclusion, demographic pressure and ageing, management of 
natural resources, biodiversity loss, land use and transport still persist and new challenges 
are arising. Since these negative trends bring about a sense of urgency, the main challenge 
is to gradually change current unsustainable consumption and production patterns and the 
non-integrated approach to policy-making. 

Against this background, in conclusion of the review of the EU SDS launched by the Com-
mission in 2004 and on the basis of the Commission Communication �On the review of the 
Sustainable Development Strategy � A platform for a ction� from December 2005, as well as 
contributions from the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and others, the European Council of June 2006 has adopted an ambitious and 
comprehensive renewed SDS for an enlarged EU, building on the one adopted in 2001. 

The renewed EU SDS sets out a single, coherent strategy on how the EU will more effec-
tively live up to its long-standing commitment to meet the challenges of sustainable devel-
opment. The overall aim of the SDS is to identify and develop actions to enabling the EU to 
achieve continuous improvement of quality of life for current and future generations, through 
the creation of sustainable communities able to manage and use resources efficiently, and to 
tap the ecological and social innovation potential of the economy, ensuring prosperity, envi-
ronmental protection and social cohesion. The renewed strategy sets overall objectives, tar-
gets and actions for seven key priority challenges for the coming period until 2010:  

- Climate change and clean energy  
- Sustainable transport  
- Sustainable production and consumption  
- Public health threats  
- Better management of natural resources  
- Social inclusion, demography and migration  
- Fighting global poverty  
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2.3.2. Cohesion policy 2007-2013 

The context for cohesion policy has changed in the light of the major challenges mentioned 
above. The cohesion policy has to make a significant contribution to the renewed Lisbon 
strategy. This is the basic idea that underpins the new legislative framework for the reform of 
cohesion policy for the period 2007-2013 called Community Strategic Guidelines on Cohe-
sion adopted in July 2006.  

According to these Community Strategic Guidelines, programmes co-financed through cohe-
sion policy should seek to target resources on the following three priorities: 

- improving the attractiveness of Member States, regions and cities by improving accessi-
bility, ensuring adequate quality and level of services, and preserving the environment; 

- encouraging innovation, entrepreneurship and the growth of the knowledge economy by 
research and innovation capacities, including new information and communication tech-
nologies;  

- creating more and better jobs by attracting more people into employment or entrepreneu-
rial activity, improving adaptability of workers and enterprises and increasing investment 
in human capital. 

The new strategic framework is articulated around three objectives, namely convergence, re-
gional competitiveness and employment, and European territorial cooperation. The latter one 
aims at promoting stronger integration of the territory of the Union in all its dimensions, in-
cluding through interregional cooperation. 

With the adoption of these Guidelines, programming sets a more strategic focus on the main 
EU-policy Objectives of Lisbon and Gothenburg, and the interregional Operational Pro-
gramme becomes a more strategic document than that of its predecessor. The new pro-
gramme is also tied much more closely to the activities undertaken under objectives �Con-
vergence� and �Regional competitiveness and employm ent�. This is because the core the-
matic priorities are the same, and one of the main target groups is clearly made up of the re-
gional and local decision-makers of the regional programmes co-financed under these two 
last objectives. One main ambition for this programme is to involve these authorities closely 
because it is clear that in an open, globalised economy, tackling the growth and jobs agenda 
must be anchored in regional and even local development strategies. This is the level where 
most business networks are formed, where links are established with centres of learning and 
technology, and where local knowledge and expertise can best be mobilised.  

According to the European ERDF regulation for 2007-2013 adopted in July 2006, under the 
�European territorial cooperation� objective, this fund shall �inter alia� focus its assistance 
notably on the reinforcement of the effectiveness of regional policies by promoting inter-
regional cooperation focusing on innovation and the knowledge economy and environment 
and risk prevention in the sense of Article 5 (1) � innovation and the knowledge economy� and 
5 (2) �environment and risk prevention�.  

2.3.3. The territorial Agenda 

The territorial component will be fully part of the 2007-2013 EU Cohesion policy, as outlined 
in the Community Strategic Guidelines. In that respect, the Agenda on territorial cohesion, 
the key product of which will be an assessment of the �territorial state and perspectives of the 
Union� due to be adopted under German presidency in May 2007, emphasises the need of 
reinforced European cooperation. In the light of the Lisbon strategy for sustainable economic 
growth, the key challenge for strengthening territorial cohesion implies enhancing the territo-
rial �capital� and potentials of all EU regions and promoting territorial integration, i.e. by pro-
moting trans-European synergies and clusters of competitive and innovative activities.  

 

2.3.4. The EC initiative �Regions for Economic Chan ge� 
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The European Commission introduced in November 2006 plans to boost innovation by bring-
ing European regions together into strong partnerships and to help them take advantage of 
experience and best practice. The Interregional Cooperation Programme is an important in-
strument for implementing this new initiative called "Regions for Economic Change" (RfEC).  

The new initiative introduces, among others, new ways to motivate regional and urban net-
works to help them to have innovative ideas tested and rapidly disseminated into the main-
stream programmes. It is dedicated to discovering best practice in economic modernisation, 
in particular in relation to projects clearly contributing to the Union�s jobs and growth agenda, 
and spreading this to all regions in order to help stimulate their regional growth and reducing 
economic disparities.  

Moreover, the Commission foresees an annual ’Regions for Economic Change’ conference 
featuring innovation awards to coincide with the Spring European Council to further enhance 
communication and dissemination of best practice results in line with the EU agenda for 
growth and jobs.  

2.4. General orientation and area of application of the programme 
In operational terms, the programme is concentrated around two major themes. These are 
the priority axes of the OP, but all important existing and emerging challenges in relation to 
these two main themes are also fully considered.  

Compared with the INTERREG IIIC programme, the range of topics for cooperation is more 
restricted and the programming becomes more strategic, with a stronger involvement of the 
Monitoring Committee at various stages in order to facilitate the process of capitalisation on 
best practice throughout Europe and beyond.  

The programme area of INTERREG IVC is presented on the map on the following page. It 
consists of: 
  
- The EU 27 Member States 
- Norway and Switzerland  
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Chapter 3. Analysis 
3.1. Introduction 
The recent enlargement of the Union to 25 Member States, and now 27 with Bulgaria and 
Romania joining in 2007, has dramatically increased disparity levels across the EU. Many 
new Member States have markedly lower levels of income per head and employment rates 
than the EU average. At the same time, they have displayed considerable dynamism in re-
cent years, achieving high rates of growth in both GDP and productivity so that the gaps 
have been narrowed. 

Overall, disparities have been falling across the EU over the past decade. Nevertheless, this 
fall has been more rapid between countries than between regions, with internal regional dis-
parities in several Member States increasing.  

These prevailing disparity levels of development across the EU provide ample evidence of 
the need for an active cohesion policy. Among the different types of interventions, interre-
gional cooperation can play a significant role in helping to reduce them.  

In order to delineate fields where interregional cooperation can clearly contribute to the 
achievement of the Lisbon strategy, certain elements are essential. These are: a global pic-
ture of the major trends and developments for the next decades in the EU; an in depth view 
of the two key themes addressed by this OP; and an overview of the main lessons that can 
be learnt from the period 2000-2006. The findings of this triple analysis have been grouped in 
a SWOT analysis that forms the basis for the strategic positioning of this OP. 

 
3.2. General trends and developments in Europe  
This first section sketches out in a medium/long-term perspective the major challenges that 
will have significant territorial impacts in the European Union and beyond.  

This wider reference framework sets the scene for the in-depth assessment of the two key 
themes on which future interregional cooperation should focus, according to ERDF regula-
tion. Considering that the two themes are strongly articulated around the Lisbon and Goth-
enburg strategies, four main challenges are selected for their relevance and their related ter-
ritorial impacts. This general information is mainly derived from the preliminary results of the 
ESPON Study Project 3.2 on long-term scenarios, showing different territorial development 
trends up to 2015 and 2030. 

Challenge 1: Accelerating globalisation 

The globalisation process has strongly accelerated over the past decade in particular due to the strong 
development of emerging countries such as China, India and Brazil. A particularly important impact of 
globalisation is that it increases the scale and size of businesses. The wave of mergers and acquisi-
tions which characterises the present period seems to be the forefront runner of much more substan-
tial transnational and intercontinental economic interactions likely to intensify in the coming decades. 
The still important fragmentation of the European economy is a significant handicap in this context. It 
is quite likely that competition � and the necessar y economic adjustments � will in future not be only  
based on differences in wage levels, but more and more on technological productivity (combining 
technological outputs and prices). External competition will therefore increase in a number of sectors 
for which Europe had, up to now, comparative advantages. This trend will not be limited to industrial 
production, but will increasingly affect the service sector and activities related to the knowledge econ-
omy. Moreover, it is probable that the multiplication in the coming decades of so-called asymmetric 
shocks is likely to hit areas with very different economic characteristics in Europe.  

Policies targeted at promoting global European competitiveness will generate a somewhat higher 
global economic growth in Europe, but territorial polarisation will significantly progress with metropoli-
tan regions drawing higher benefits than less urbanised regions. This may generate an important so-
cial cost or collateral damage, with a number of regions losing their vitality. 
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Challenge 2: The demographic developments in Europe 

The decline in fertility rates in Europe, which started several decades ago, has resulted in a situation 
where the median age of the population is starting to grow significantly and the continuation of this 
evolution over the next decades is unavoidable. Migrations and especially immigration from outside 
Europe is a second important issue in the demographic sphere.  

The impacts of the natural demographic evolution on regional economies and labour markets will call 
in a few years for the need to allow substantial immigration of qualified people into Europe. Issues 
generated by the demographic evolution in Europe in the coming decades will call for ambitious, but 
differentiated policy solutions, according to the individual regional contexts. As demographic factors in-
terfere with many other issues, more integrated policy approaches will be necessary 

Challenge 3: Towards a new energy paradigm 

Another major challenge for European regions in the coming decades will be to successfully imple-
ment the change of energy paradigm. For more than one century, the availability of oil and, more re-
cently, of natural gas, has made possible the considerable expansion of industrial countries. World re-
sources of oil and natural gas are progressively being depleted in a context where the expansion of 
large emerging economies is creating a strong growth in demand. As resources become more and 
more scarce, their price is likely to considerably increase.  

Changing the European energy paradigm can only be achieved in a long-term perspective with con-
siderable efforts and investments. Territorial impacts are likely to be very significant. These have to be 
anticipated in the context of spatial development policies in order to avoid conflicts and insufficient 
productivity. The main objectives of spatial development policies in facilitating the change of energy 
paradigm are aiming in particular to increase the energy efficiency of existing systems, and to favour 
the development and optimise the use of renewable energy sources.  

Challenge 4: Climate change  

It is now widely admitted that the increase of greenhouse gas emissions is one of the main factors re-
sponsible for growing average temperature and for the related natural hazards.  

A distinction must be made between territorial impacts of climate change that have a temporary and 
local character, and may generate significant local or regional damage (floods, heavy rainfall, storms, 
landslides etc.) and those that have a more sustained character (drought, elevation of snow altitude in 
mountains, rise of sea level, evolution towards a moderate climate in northern regions etc.), with long-
lasting impacts, of negative or positive character. Climate change can hardly be curbed down through 
policies within a period of 20 or 30 years. The policy measures that are at stake are prevention or ad-
aptation measures. Prevention measures are generally expensive and need incentives or support, es-
pecially in weaker regions. The counterpart is that physical damages caused by natural hazards or 
long-lasting economic drawbacks can be significantly contained and reduced. Neglecting prevention 
and mitigation measures may lastingly affect the economy of numerous areas in the long-term and 
counteract the objective of territorial cohesion.  

Climate change is likely to have manifold manifestations and impacts in future. These have to be sys-
tematically monitored and anticipated in order to define the measures best suited to the regional con-
text.  

In conclusion, territorial development policies at all levels (EU, national, regional/local levels) 
will have to cope with these major challenges and are required to find innovative solutions for 
responding to the related problems/needs. Interregional cooperation through the exchange of 
experience and best practice in Europe can clearly contribute to addressing the regional is-
sues and challenges previously identified, provided the emphasis is put on the most relevant 
fields. In that respect, it is essential to have a clear picture of the present situation and future 
trends concerning innovation, knowledge economy, and environment in a broad sense.  
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3.3. Innovation and knowledge economy: strategic context, state of 
play & future trends 
3.3.1. Strategic context 

The renewed Lisbon strategy for growth and jobs in the European Union places a strong em-
phasis on further developing the knowledge society. This is based on the notion that 
Europe�s potential for future economic development is directly linked to its ability to create 
and promote high-value, innovative and research-based economic sectors, that are capable 
of competing with the best in the world.  

An important pillar of this strategy is the need to increase expenditure in research and devel-
opment (R&D). This will trigger a stronger growth of productivity and added value, both in 
knowledge-based sectors and beyond, through spill-over effects. Studies demonstrate that 
up to 40% of EU labour productivity growth is generated by R&D spending. However the 
concept of the knowledge society is wider than just R&D. It covers every aspect of the econ-
omy where knowledge is at the heart of value added, triggering innovation in sectors ranging 
from high tech manufacturing to knowledge intensive services, including cultural and creative 
sectors. In addition to the use of knowledge, information and communication technologies 
(ICT), when used to their full potential, will lead to significant added value throughout all eco-
nomic sectors.  

Increased knowledge does not automatically lead to innovation, competitiveness and growth. 
It requires entrepreneurship to design new products and services, take advantage of new 
market opportunities and create added-value. Increasingly, new firms and Small and Medium 
sized Enterprises (SMEs) are major sources of growth and new jobs, making entrepreneur-
ship of fundamental importance for the achievement of the Lisbon aims. 

The EU Cohesion policy for the 2007-2013 period is one of the community instruments tar-
geted at the achievement of the Lisbon goals. Strengthening the knowledge economy and 
improving innovation is one clear priority set for this policy, of which this Interregional Coop-
eration Programme is part. Cohesion policy aims to encourage regions to build up research 
and innovation capacity, by helping them to develop regional innovation strategies and action 
plans that will improve their competitiveness. 

3.3.2. State of play 

For the purpose of this Interregional Cooperation Programme it is relevant to analyse the 
present state of the EU�s progress towards the Lisbon goals in the field of innovation and the 
knowledge economy, and in particular to do this in connection to the situation at the regional 
level. Not surprisingly, from such an analysis a picture of great regional differences occurs. 

The issues that will be addressed in this analysis relate to: 

• innovation, research and technology development,  

• entrepreneurship and SMEs, 

• the information society, 

• employment, human capital and education. 

 
A good starting point for this analysis is the ESPON study regarding �regionalised Lisbon per-
formance�. Based on a set of five indicators this study shows the relative performance of the 
regions in the EU-27 towards achieving the goals of the Lisbon Strategy. Above average per-
formance levels are found mainly in regions in the so called Pentagon area (i.e. the area cor-
nered by London, Paris, Milan, Munich and Hamburg), and additionally in parts of northern 
Europe. Regions with the greatest challenge in terms of catching up are in general located in 
the new Member States of Eastern Europe, showing the existence of an East-West divide in 
terms of Lisbon performance. A more mixed picture is seen in southern Europe, however 




