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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
I am very pleased to have this opportunity to visit the region of Västernorrland and to speak at this seminar here in Sundsvall. I would like to congratulate you on the initiative “Forum Europe Northern Sweden”. One of its objectives is to bring European issues closer to the citizens, and this is something we would like to encourage. 

I am also delighted to see that so many local and regional players are taking an active part in the debate on the future cohesion policy. The four northernmost counties of Sweden cover a vast area: I know that many of you have travelled far to come here and I would like to thank you for doing so. 

In the previous programming period the four northernmost counties were almost entirely covered by various programmes: Objective 2, Objective 5b and Objective 6. Today the entire area is covered by Objective 1, including the special programme for the coastal areas. This means that Sundsvall, which was not covered in the previous period, was able to join “the Structural Fund family” as from the year 2000. It can thus also benefit from support from the Structural Funds, which amounts to almost SEK 7 billion in the Swedish Objective 1 areas. 

I will start by providing an overview of the main conclusions of The First Progress Report on Economic and Social Cohesion which was presented in January this year. This report provides an update of the analysis of economic and social cohesion presented last year in the Second Cohesion Report.

* * *

If we first look at the results of cohesion policy so far in the fifteen Member States, it is clear that disparities have been reduced: 

- In Objective 1 regions, average per capita GDP has increased from 63% to 70% of the Community average 

- In Greece, Spain and Portugal, average per capita GDP has increased from 68% to 79% of the Community average between 1988 and 1999. This is a reduction of disparities by one third 

- Between regions, disparities have been reduced by one sixth 

- As regards infrastructure, Objective 1 regions are now closer to the EU average 

- In Objective 2 and 5b areas, employment has developed more positively than in the rest of the EU 

* * *

Let us then look at what the First Progress Report says about the future, in an enlarged Union with 25 Member States: 

As regards income, disparities will increase considerably: 

- Whereas both the surface area and the population of the Union will increase by one third, total GDP will only increase by 5%, while per capita GDP will decrease by 13%. 

- 25% of the population, i.e. 115 million, will live in regions with a GDP not exceeding 75% of the Community average. 60% of the people living in these regions qualifying for Objective 1, will live in the new Member States. 

- 37 million of those currently living in Objective 1 areas, will live in regions with a GDP above the Objective 1 threshold of 75%. Two thirds of them would automatically cease to be eligible because of the fall in the Community average. The remaining third, some 12 million, would in any case be above the 75% threshold, irrespective of enlargement, which demonstrates the existence of a genuine convergence of some of the regions of the current Member States. 

- The gap between the 10% most developed regions and the 10% least developed regions would almost double. 

As regards employment and unemployment the situation has improved in the Fifteen. However, the situation is mixed in the candidate countries, as a result of an ongoing conversion of the labour market. In the year 2000, three million more net jobs were created in the Fifteen, while the candidate countries lost some 600 000 jobs.

Long-term growth has on average been 1 percentage-point higher in the candidate countries. 

Data from the year 2000 indicate a general increase in levels of education among the population aged 25-59, even if there are still substantial disparities as regards the knowledge based society. 

There is a very wide variety of demographic trends at regional level: in the Union as a whole, population growth is slowing down and the population is ageing, which will have effects on the labour market. We can foresee a population decrease as from 2008, and in many candidate countries population is already diminishing. 

The largest annual population increases are often seen in regions which are already more densely populated than the average. In the same way, the population is shrinking in those regions which are already thinly populated, for example in northern Finland and northern and central Sweden. The decline in population is also substantial in southern Italy, central France, Scotland, northern Spain and the Alentejo region in Portugal. 

* * *

This shows that at the level of the Union, the patterns of regional demographic concentration appear to be becoming worse. This emphasises the image of an unbalanced territorial development. Depopulation is therefore an issue of particular importance in the context of an enlarged Union. 

There is a clear need for measures to reverse the negative trend in regions suffering from depopulation. It is crucial to maintain a critical mass of population in order to be able to maintain economic activity and adequate services, and not decrease further the attractiveness of a region as a place to live and work. In short, to prevent depopulation becoming a part of a vicious circle of economic and social decline. 

Depopulation and its consequences in areas which are already very sparsely populated is a particular concern for people living in the northern parts of Sweden. 

As you may know, the issue of depopulation was discussed at a European seminar, co-financed by the Commission and organised by the Swedish Presidency in Lycksele in June 2001. The objective of the seminar was to trigger a debate on the issue of depopulation, involving all European regions. The seminar confirmed that depopulation is a European-wide issue, but also demonstrated the complexity of the issue. While there are many similarities between regions suffering from depopulation, there are also significant differences between them. 

The Commission was very pleased to see that some of those European regions represented in Lycksele, among them the four northernmost counties of Sweden, organised a follow-up seminar in Brussels on 25 April. One of the objectives of the seminar was in fact to pursue the debate on the issue and to provide input for the further discussions on the future of cohesion policy. 

* * *

Today, combating depopulation at EU level is targeted through concrete, focused actions. This includes the previous Objective 6 which is now integrated with the current Objective 1, Community Initiatives and Innovative Actions. Intervention from the Structural Funds can contribute to helping regions suffering from natural or economic handicaps, thereby complementing national public programmes and the work of regional and local authorities. 

In many regional development programmes supported by the Structural Funds, the use of information technology is promoted in order to reverse demographic decline and economic marginalisation. Promoting information and communication technologies (ICT) in areas which are sparsely populated and have transport or communication problems can be of a crucial importance. These technologies offer a tremendous opportunity. With the help of ICT, the range of services offered to citizens in rural areas can be extended, for example via distance education and training, or in telemedicine. 

One way of combating economic decline in a region is to improve its competitiveness on the European market. This can be done by the promotion of business clusters. The development of clusters is highly dependant on a strong partnership between the public, the private and the R&D sectors together with the development of human resources. 

In this context I would like to emphasise the importance of a successful mobilisation of local actors to achieve local development, i.e. wide local partnerships involving both public and private actors. From our experience, this grass roots approach is one of the most important factors contributing to success. 

* * *

What will the situation be as from 2007? How can we best promote a balanced and multi-centred development in the EU? 

At this stage the Commission is consulting and listening. We are initiating and take part in the debate, so that we can have the very best basis for our final proposals. 

It is clear that a large part of Structural Fund support will have to be focused on the new Member States. It is also true that after enlargement, problems will still exist in the current Member States. However, we cannot guarantee that any of the Fifteen will receive the same amount of support as in the current period. 

At regional level, there are demands that future policy should not focus exclusively on the least developed regions. I should underline that even if there will be a priority for regions where development is lagging behind, the Second Cohesion Report envisages support for other types of areas, for example areas with severe geographical or natural handicaps, such as outermost regions, islands, mountain areas, peripheral areas and areas with very low population density. These types of areas are included under one of the six territorial priorities put forward by the Second Cohesion Report. 

The Commission is encouraging regions to continue to take an active part in the debate on future cohesion policy, which is expected to intensify during this year and next year. It will be necessary to identify clear political priorities with a Community added value, and then create suitable financial instruments for each of them. Based on their experience of previous and the current programming periods, regions can help to identify these priorities and reasons why they should be dealt with at Community level. 

The Commission has already received numerous written contributions on future cohesion policy. The contributions, so far mainly from regions and from other interest groups, include the position paper from Forum Europe Northern Sweden. I have taken note of your general declaration, and we have specifically referred to it in the First Progress Report on Cohesion. 

The debate is far from over. For example, at present very few national governments have committed themselves to a particular position. It is therefore not too late for you to present further input to the debate. 

* * *

Before concluding I would like to outline the agenda for the next few years. 

During 2002 the Commission will organise a number of seminars to which experts and representatives of the Member States, the regions most concerned and the candidate countries will be invited to attend. 

First, there will be two seminars on the ten priorities identified in the Second Cohesion Report. The first seminar on the six territorial priorities was held last week, on 27-28 May, in Brussels. The aim of these seminars will be to identify, within each priority, actions with high Community added value that could merit assistance from the Structural Funds in the future. 

In 2002 the Commission is also planning to organise a seminar on the management and simplification of the implementation of structural measures. This will cover issues such as public-private partnerships and financial engineering, the programming system, systems of management, monitoring, financial control and partnership. It is clear that we must simplify radically for the next generation of programmes. Paradoxically, simplifying is a complicated and difficult task. But it must be done and must be at the front of our minds in all that we propose for after 2006. I would like to encourage you to make suggestions for simplification, which will be a crucial part of the whole package. 

In January 2003 a second progress report on economic and social cohesion will be presented. Then at the end of 2003 the Third Cohesion Report, containing concrete proposals for the future cohesion policy, will be presented. This report will be considered in the context of the Commission’s proposals on other policy areas for after 2006, as well as in the new budgetary framework. In early 2004 the Commission intends to present a cohesion policy budget proposal together with a draft Structural Fund regulation. 

It is hoped that the proposals can be adopted by the Council and the Parliament in 2005. Negotiations with the Member States on the new programmes are intended to take place during 2006, so that the programmes can be implemented as from 1 January 2007. 

* * *

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We will have to make considerable efforts to make the most of regional policy instruments in the future, within the limited resources available and in a context of an enlarged Union. A solid partnership involving the Commission, the Member States and the regions will provide a good foundation for this important work. The key aspects will be actions with genuine Community value added, and simplification. We must also learn the lessons of the past, by looking at the evaluations of past programmes and identifying success stories or innovative actions which can be developed further. I look forward to learning from your experience and from your ideas. 

Thank you very much.

