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Contribution to the National Forum in Stockholm, 19 October

A Swedish regional perspective on cohesion policy

Madame Commissioner, Madame Minister, ladies and gentlemen:

Collaboration is a key factor to success.

I see cohesion policy in a European perspective, naturally with special emphasis on the situation of Northern Sweden and Northern Europe. To me, cohesion policy is a question of collaboration - to the benefit of all involved parties: the region, the nation and the European Union.

In Northern Sweden we have fully realised the significance of collaboration. The four northernmost counties collaborate in Europaforum Northern Sweden – a partnership and meeting place for political representatives at local, regional, national and European level and representing the counties of Norrbotten, Västerbotten, Jämtland and Västernorrland. 

The purpose is in the four northernmost counties of Sweden to increase knowledge and awareness of European policies and to participate pursue a dialogue with EU, national, regional and local players on those aspects of future cohesion policy that affect Northern Sweden.

We also collaborate with our neighbouring regions in northern and eastern Finland and northern Norway within the framework of NSPA, an abbreviation for Northern Sparsely Populated Areas. 

To this I may add collaboration with many other regions in Sweden and Europe. We participate in international organisations and networks as well as in projects. 

The basis for the collaboration is the region’s added value in a European perspective.

As a starting point we address how we can contribute added value to the development of Europe, and how to deal with the special conditions in Northern Sweden, Finland and Norway, condition is such as long distances, and extremely sparse population and harsh climate.

I will begin with the added value. 

Our region offers many excellent development opportunities, for example through attractive living environments, good availability of continued education and research as well as a number of internationally competitive companies. The region includes some of the most expansive areas in Sweden. 

Northern Sweden possesses a considerable proportion of Sweden's natural resources in the form of ore, forest and hydropower. The region’s industrial structure is to a great extent founded on an industrial base that features several of Sweden's leading export!companies. 

At the same time, new knowledge-based companies in the region are market leaders in developing new technologies in fields such as bio-engineering, energy and environmental engineering, security and vulnerability, medical engineering as well as ICT . 

We are at the forefront of development in many fields and have much to pass on to other regions in Europe. I would like particularly to point out the fields of climate, environment and energy, distance-spanning technologies and e-health. 

At the Open Days that recently took place in Brussels, we participated with a consortium whose purpose was to spotlight the creative industries under the heading Promoting a Creative Environment. We are not just an extremely sparsely populated region, will also an extremely creative region.  

We are a unique part of Europe.

Areas such as the Northern Sparsely Populated Areas (NSPAs) of Finland and Sweden are not to be found in any other parts of the European Union, with a population density of on average 4.4 inhabitants per sq km. The NSPAs of Finland and Sweden comprise an area of 447,000 sq km with a population of only 1.9 million people.

The peripheral location, the sparse population and cold climate are specific factors which have given the region added impetus to develop and be globally competitive.

The previous programming period was money well spent.

We used the money wisely and invested it in knowledge-based industry, actions that have stimulated the role of higher education and universities, railways, broadband and many more fields. 

These actions have developed and promoted knowledge-based industry and strengthened the impact of higher education and universities in regional development. Northern Sweden was able to make significant progress during the past programming period, 2000-2006.

With this in mind you will not be surprised to hear me say that I am strongly in favour of a continuation of the European Union Cohesion Policy. In this matter I can act as the mouthpiece for the NSPAs of Finland and Sweden that have also declared their unequivocal support!for the continuation of the European Union Cohesion Policy.  

This policy of solidarity, stability and integration over the years has greatly contributed to the economic progress of the regions lagging behind. It has:

- enhanced the strategic approach in regional development work as well as the role of the regions

- increased employment and entrepreneurship

- improved competitiveness and sustainable development, and
- integrated the exchange of good practices and knowledge-sharing across Europe. 

In the light of economic and social cohesion, the future EU regional policy should aim at a balanced development among European regions. In the context of the enlarged European Union, funding should indeed concentrate on the least developed regions. 

It is important, however, with a continued focus also to our part of the European Union and our special characteristics and needs – namely low population density, extreme remoteness, and harsh climate – as mentioned in Protocol 6 in the Accession Treaty for Sweden, Finland and Austria, and furthermore, mentioned in Article 158 of the new Constitutional Treaty.

The single-minded effort!must continue. 

For Northern Sweden to continue to be a healthy region in the future, which can contribute to the realisation of the Lisbon Agenda, there is a need for single-minded efforts to develop business and the infrastructure. Our goal is to underpin our capacity to create employment, education, a good environment with renewable energy sources, good communications and a positive demography with good public health. By working for gender equality and diversity in the region, we further strengthen our ability to achieve robust growth. 

Like all regions we need good communications, both to transfer information and to transport!people and products. 

A good broadband infrastructure serves many purposes. I would especially like to underline two: the needs of researchers and patients. The researchers at our universities need to connect to the rest of Europe and the world, and patients need accessibility to healthcare regardless of which geographical area they live in.

But as you know, we also need to improve the connectivity between urban nodes in our planning for an improved transport!infrastructure. We have fairly good communications when it comes to communication between urban areas and the nation’s capital, but the connectivity within the region (in both Sweden and Finland) and between the regions across the national borders remains very poor. 

To summarise – my main points on the future cohesion policy:

- DG REGIO spotlights among other things Objective 2 – the competitiveness objective – as a crucial tool in the process of achieving the goals of the Lisbon Strategy. Northern Sweden shares that view.

- Northern Sweden emphatically underlines the importance of a continued forceful and underpinned European cohesion policy during the ongoing programming period and for the period 2014-2020.

- in the future, one cannot merely take GNP into consideration when structural funds are to be distributed: one must also consider other factors such as long distances, cold climates, sparse population and other geographic circumstances. 

- Northern Sweden puts it that the future cohesion policy must continue, among other things in view of the Accession Treaty, to take into consideration the Northern Sweden's specific circumstances with an extremely sparse population, long distances and cold climate. The NSPAs need to be covered by a special instrument of a permanent nature guaranteeing adequate financial allocations. 

- this will contribute to strengthening the conditions for Northern Sweden to make regional priorities, contributing to continued growth in a way that creates added value for Northern Sweden, for Sweden as a nation, and for the European Union. 

- it is the intention of Northern Sweden to increase efforts to show in an even more evident manner the contribution of the region to the development of the European Union, among other things by increasing cross-border cooperation, above all in the fields of climate, environment and energy, distance-spanning technology and e-health. 

- the cohesion policy is a vital issue for the future, but it is also very much in the interests of Northern Sweden to monitor the European dimension of infrastructure, energy and environmental issues. 

- Northern Sweden will continue in the future to take a major interest in dialogue with the Commission, the Swedish government and other regions on the subject of the future cohesion policy. The Regions have an important role to play in forming the future of Europe. 

Thank for listening so attentively.
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