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The Barents Region - Focus on north-south cooperation in the Baltic Sea Region 

By Geir Knutson, chairman of the Barents Regional Council

Moderators, participants, ladies and gentlemen…

As the chairman of the Barents Regional Council, I am very pleased to be invited to this forum. The Barents Regional Council consists of the regional authorities of the member regions. We regard the Interreg III B Baltic sea to be an important and valuable tool for the activity within the Barents Cooperation and the further development of our region. The future of our part of Europe can not be separated from our common European future, so it is very important to look south. 

A short presentation of the region:

It has 13 member regions and covers an area the size of the former Western Europe. It has about 6,2 million inhabitants. The region is filled with resources of all kinds, just waiting to be prosessed.

The area is the cleanest and involves wildest wilderness in all of Europe. Here you can walk alone for days without meeting other people or drop into the results of human activity.

The Barents cooperation and other programs     

Moving into our tenth year of the Barents Cooperation – we more and more see the necessity of coordinating our efforts with other international and financial programs covering the Barents Euro Arctic Region, especially those who are border crossing. This was formulated in the Barents program 2001-2003 and will be even stronger underlined in the upcoming program for 2004-2006. Additionally, it was one of the conclusions of an evaluation of the Barents Cooperation summed up in the Report New Regional Barents Policy. In this concern, the Interreg III B Baltic sea is of major interest. 

So, to what degree are we really trying to fulfil our goal and involve other partners in our cooperation? 

First of all, I would like to underline the significant two pillar construction of the Barents Cooperation with one sentral and – what is rather rare in international structures – one regional level. The norwegian government has from the very beginning in 1993 highlighted the importance of the regional body. To convince you, I might add that a new masterstudy shows that in Norway the representatives of the regions really have big influence in regional cross boarder Barents matters. This puts us in position to perform foreign policy from a regional point of view. Being geographically closest to the challenges, the regions are often the most qualified to deal with these issues. Due to this, the Barents Cooperation has a task oriented character, and is regarded as attractive by other partners. However, the Regional Council itself does not have any financial funding, except from the Barents budget of each country. This is why we constantly need to look for project-partners.

In general, we see the tendency that the regions are becoming more and more responsible for their own future. Programs like the Interreg III B therefore represents an important tool for the regions to ensure their future. In my region, Nordland, we are very focused on international work as an important part of our own regional development. As a part of such a strategy, we are building up competence on the Interreg programs and are about to establish an office in Brussels. 

Last year the Barents Regional Council initiated cooperation with the Nordic Council of Ministers. We now have tight bounds to the secretariat in Copenhagen and they are permanent observers in our meetings. At our next meeting in Archangelsk in october, they will be present to discuss potential joint projects on health and youth. Due to the enlargement process in the EU, and the expected membership of the Baltic countries, the Nordic Council of Ministers have switched focus from the Baltic to Northwest Russia in their new strategy. This gives new opportunities for our work towards the russian memberregions. 

We also have contacts to the Council of Baltic Sea States, and have had meetings with the regional body in order to do joint efforts. However, our geographical focuses are different from one another, so this is a challenge. 

In order to build up networks and ensure activity in different fields, the Regional Council  has established six working groups (Education, Informational Technology, Culture, Communication, Environment, Indigenous Peoples). The groups are engaged to develope projects involving all the four Barents Countries, and they are also comitted to build up competence on the Interreg programs. For example, the working group of Culture has made a program for cultural cooperation in the Barents Region where one aims to strenghten the cultural identity and stimulate general development. The intention is to use culture as a tool to improve economy and increase employment in our region. 

These days a program-comittee is working on an action plan for youth in the Barents Region for 2004-2006. Youth issues are the main priority of our chairmanship period 2001-2004. Also in this concern we hope to be able to make use of the Interreg III B program. 

The Project Barents 2010

Both the work in the fields of Youth and Culture, as well as the efforts of the other working groups are to be included in the large umbrella project Barents 2010. The project is initiated and administrated by Västerbotten county in Sweden (contact person Eilert Carlson). This will be a large Interreg III B/Tacis macro-region project within the frame of the Barents program, involving all the 13 member regions. 

The intention is to make an interaction of many smaller projects covering all the fields of the Barents Cooperation. The working groups are intended to have a central role in the development of the project. The overall aim is to contribute to general development and strenghtening of the Barents Region. 

We have already been given seedmoney for the first part of the process, and an application will be handed in by the reference group by the 1.th of October this year. The reference group consits of one representative from each of the Barents countries If we suceed, this will be like a new start for our cooperation with a lot of opportunities for extended activity in all fields. 

The Northern Dimension

Another important issue for the Barents Regional Council is to implement the Northern Dimension into the Barents program and activities within its frame. Our council has developed a broad range of regional activities which are relevant to the Northern Dimension within the fields of environment, health, economic cooperation etc. Strenghtening of the ties between the EU and Russia is of major concern for the stability and welfare of the Barents Region. In fact, the Barents cooperation is a forum where EU and Russia is already working side by side. International financial institutions are important partners in the further process of developing the living conditions in the Barents Region. 

As you can see, The Barents Regional Council gives high priority and attention to development of coopertation with other bodies. In a world characterised by globalisation, the role of the regions is very important. 

In order to be seen, we need strong partners. 

Thank you for your attention.
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