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Abstract 

This thesis investigates how the planning and implementation process of the future EU 

cohesion policy 2014-2020 is proceeding in the Nordic Member States; Sweden, 

Finland and Denmark and what role the national governments play in this. With the use 

of text analyses of official documents, complemented by interviews with involved 

actors at national level, an analysis is conducted with the application of theories and 

concepts regarding European integration, Europeanisation and multi-level governance. 

With characteristics of strong centralised power the Nordic Member States have through 

the structure and organisation of the cohesion policy been challenged with new working 

methods including different actors from different levels built on the so called 

partnership principle. With the Structural Funds as an important tool for realising goals 

of regional policies, the future cohesion policy is of great importance for regional 

development. By viewing cohesion policy as a driver for European integration the paper 

seeks to highlight the challenges national governments are faced with regarding 

decentralisation and regionalisation. The results prove that the Nordic national 

governments do play an important role in the organisation and coordination of the 

policy at the same time as the regional levels are gaining recognition.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Regional policies have for a long time been instruments for countries to decrease 

inequalities between its regions. They develop and change over time and are different in 

different countries. Regional policies have not only been concerns of nation states but 

have a long history as one of the main policy areas within the European Union (EU). 

From being a smaller area of importance the regional policy of the EU has grown into 

one of the most important and prioritised policy areas of the Union and is referred to as 

the EU cohesion policy.  

Inequalities and disparities across the European territory have always been evident. 

However, as a consequence of the economic crisis the disparities are today increasing in 

Europe and inequalities are present both on national and international level. This makes 

the relevance of the EU cohesion policy extremely important. The cohesion policy aims 

to reduce the economic, social and territorial differences that exist between regions 

within the EU.  

The EU cohesion policy is set up in programming periods of seven years and thus 

aligned to the long-term EU budget, the Multiannual Financial Framework.  During the 

current programming period 2007-2013, the EU has invested € 347 billion in the 

cohesion policy, which is approximately one third of the total budget (CEC 2012a). This 

makes it one of the largest EU policy areas together with the Common Agricultural 

Policy.  

In October 2011 the European Commission adopted the legislative proposals for the 

future cohesion policy for a seven year period 2014-2020. The legislative proposals 

have been developed through dialogues and consultations between the European 

Commission and the Member States. The proposals include some changes from the 

current period where the strategic planning framework will be upgraded with a more 

coordinated approach across EU Funds. The future cohesion policy is to be considered 

as an investment policy which strives to fulfil the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy 

which supports job creation, competitiveness, economic growth, improved quality of 

life and sustainable development.
 1

(CEC 2012a). 

As negotiations are being pursued regarding the regulations for the future cohesion 

policy, combined with negotiations regarding the Multiannual Financial Framework for 

the coming seven years, the Member States are preparing how to implement the 

cohesion policy at national and regional level.   

The Nordic Member States have a history of centralised state power where the 

municipal level in many aspects has been the stronger subnational level. 

Internationalisation and increased European integration have challenged these power 

structures through influences from different directions. This thesis will therefore take a 

                                                           
1
 Europe 2020 is the EU’s strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. The strategy includes five 

ambitious objectives on employment, innovation, education, social inclusion and climate/energy to be 
reached by the Union in 2020. Each Member States has adopted its own national targets. For further 
information about the Europe 2020 Strategy please visit the Commissions website 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm  

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm
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closer look on how the Nordic national governments are planning for a common 

European regional policy. 

1.2 Aim  

As the preparations for the implementation of the future EU cohesion policy 2014-2020 

is taking place, mainly at national level, the aim of this thesis is to analyse how the 

Nordic EU Member States are proceeding in this planning process. Even though the 

planning for the future cohesion policy started as early as in 2010 it is considered to be 

in an early stage since many political decisions at both EU and national level are not 

final. Due to the early stage of the planning process this thesis will be an ex-ante 

analysis that investigates how the process is proceeding at national level.  

Emphasis will be put on the on-going planning process of the implementation of the 

policy in the Nordic Member States while answering the following questions:   

 What role do the national governments play in the planning for, and 

implementation of, the future EU cohesion policy in a system characterised by 

European integration and multi-level governance? 

 What is the reasoning behind the choices of investment priorities, organisation 

etc., taken by the Nordic national governments in the planning process? 

 What are the Nordic Member States’ responses to the proposed future legislation 

put forward by the European Commission?   

 What experiences from previous periods are the Nordic countries taking into 

consideration in the planning process and what are the major differences from 

the current programming period 2007-2013? 

 What possible challenges do the Nordic Member States see concerning the 

future cohesion policy 2014-2020? 

 

1.3 Limitations 

The EU cohesion policy is a very large policy area to study. This thesis will mainly 

focus on the planning process at the current stage of the implementation of the cohesion 

policy 2014-2020. The focus is therefore put on the planning process at national level in 

the Nordic Member States since at the time this thesis was written the preparations were 

still in its starting phase and the information of the planning and implementation at the 

regional level was limited. However, since the EU cohesion policy is the common 

regional policy for the Union, and will be conducted at the regional level in the Member 

States, it is hard to avoid touching upon the subnational levels. Therefore the thesis will 

only deal with concepts and issues concerning regions and regional development to the 

extent of what is necessary in order to understand the specific structures and 

political/institutional context of the Nordic Member States. 
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1.4 Thesis Structure 

The introductory chapter of the thesis presents the sufficient background of the EU 

cohesion policy in the present and in the future. The aim of the thesis explains what 

main questions the research seeks to answer. Due to the extensive field of studies as the 

EU cohesion policy is the limitations points out what will and what will not be included 

in the thesis. The aim and limitations are followed by the explanations of the different 

methods in chapter 2 that have been applied in order to answer the research questions of 

this thesis. 

 

The theoretical and conceptual framework in chapter 3 provides the reader with the 

suitable context of theoretical approaches in the planning and implementation process of 

the future cohesion policy 2014-2020. Theories and approaches of European integration 

try to describe how the Nordic Member States’ policy-making and implementation have 

become more Europeanised since their EU accession. In order to see how the EU 

cohesion policy has affected the role of national governments the theoretical approach 

of multi-level governance has been the most relevant framework of the analysis.  

 

Since the thesis is examining the preparations for the future EU cohesion policy 2014-

2020 in the Nordic Member States it is important to provide the necessary background 

for the somewhat complex and very extensive policy. Chapter 4 therefore explains the 

history and development of a regional policy at EU level 

 

In chapters 5 and 6 the empirical results are presented concerning the future cohesion 

policy. The future legislative package that has been presented by the European 

Commission is presented in detail in chapter 5. In chapter 6 the findings from the 

interviews are presented, related to the legislative package and the implications that 

national decisions have. In this chapter some of the theoretical approaches will be 

applied which means that the empirical findings are mixed with analysis and 

discussions while answering the research questions.  

 

In chapter 7 the analysis and discussions continue, applying the theoretical framework 

on the empirical findings going deeper into the role of the Nordic national governments 

and effects of European integration in a wider context. A broader discussion with the 

cohesion policy as a main driver for European integration is pursued here. The last 

section of the chapter will revisit and answer the research questions posed in the aim.   

 

In the concluding chapter 8, the main findings about the planning process for the future 

cohesion policy in the Nordic Member States is summarised while answering the 

research questions.   
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2. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH  

2.1 A qualitative research 

In order to reach an understanding about the planning and implementation process of 

the future EU cohesion policy in the Nordic Member States it was important to start by 

gathering secondary data in the form of written material that was purely informative and 

relevant for the chosen subject. The information covered everything from the 

development and history of the cohesion policy to regional policy development in the 

examined Member States and how the EU cohesion policy is implemented at national 

level. With the material as a foundation the empirical findings could be put into the 

right context. In order to get deeper understandings about the current planning process 

and implementation of the future cohesion policy in the Nordic EU Member States 

qualitative text analyses complemented by semi-structured interviews were conducted. 

By comparing the results from two different methods the credibility of the study is 

enhanced (Esaiasson et al. 2007).  

  
Qualitative text analysis is a common method used in social sciences (Esaiasson et al. 

2007) and by critically examining various published documents and reports that concern 

the planning and implementation process of the EU cohesion policy, a better 

understanding about the purpose and importance of both the organisational structure and 

the policy is reached. Examined documents were both published material by the EU 

institutions, including legislation proposals by the European Commission, and published 

documents by the three Nordic Member States’ governments. Position and discussion 

papers within the EU institutions and the national governments combined with other 

views from organisations which have a more policy advisory function were also 

analysed. The information was collected from the Internet, mainly the official websites 

of the European Union, and the ministries that are responsible for the planning and 

implementation of cohesion policy at national level. Blogs and forums where officials 

are active have been studied in order to get hold of current and updated information 

about the planning process of the future cohesion policy. Information about the EU 

cohesion policy and national regional policies in the Nordic Member States could also 

be found in various academic journals that are available online.  

 

In general, the information that was collected was very extensive as there are many 

regulations on both EU and national level that has to be understood and interpreted in 

order to understand the context of the cohesion policy. The policy field itself was 

sometimes hard to cope with due to its scale and scope.  

 

The content of the theoretical and conceptual framework mainly stems from theories 

concerning European integration. The development and extent of European integration 

that have developed over time has resulted in concepts and approaches trying to define 

the different effects and outcomes the integration has on both EU level, nation states 

and subnational levels. In order to analyse the empirical material of the thesis the 

theoretical findings were applied in order to investigate how the Nordic national 

governments are affected by increased European integration and in the context of 

cohesion policy which is characterised by a system of multi-level governance.   

 

The interviews that were conducted were of mainly informational character. The 

interviewees that were chosen were officials involved in the preparations for the 

cohesion policy at national level. Three of the respondents were employees at the 
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responsible national ministries one from Sweden, one from Finland and one from 

Denmark respectively. The interviews conducted with the officials were semi-structured 

telephone interviews. Semi-structured interviews were used in order to provide 

guidelines for the main questions that needed to be answered. In this way the 

interviewer has the opportunity to steer the interview in different directions but at the 

same time it does not mean that possible discussions regarding the planning process or 

the role of the national governments were avoided. The same fundamental questions 

were used for each of the interviews in order to get the broader aspects of the planning- 

and implementation process of the future policy. By using the same questions it is easier 

to compare possible similarities or differences in the different Member States. The main 

questions were sent to the interviewees before the interviews to eventually prepare 

themselves and look up information as many of the answers demanded specific 

background information in order to be answered. It proved to be helpful as this was 

done in two interviews. The interviews were later complemented with e-mail 

conversations as important progress was made during the time this thesis was 

conducted.  

 

In addition to the telephone interviews additional officials involved in the planning 

process has been interviewed via e-mail conversations. The questions asked were 

similar to the fundamental questions that were sent to the officials at the ministries in 

advance, but were altered depending on who and where the respondent was. The 

respondents were one employee at the Swedish Agency for Regional and Economic 

Development office based in Malmö, involved in the planning and implementation 

process of the cohesion policy in Skåne-Blekinge and officials at the Permanent 

Representations of the Nordic countries to the EU in Brussels who are mainly working 

with questions concerning regional policy. These interviews were complementary 

interviews in order to get an even further insight in the role of the Nordic national 

governments in the planning process placed in the heart of the EU. The fairly small 

amount of interviews that have been conducted for the purpose of this thesis proved to 

be sufficient. The purpose of the interviews was to receive up-to-date information that 

was not available through the websites of the Nordic national governments. As the 

respondents were asked to mainly give the standpoints of the national governments 

rather than their personal views the answers tended to overlap each other and more 

interviews with officials involved in the planning process at national level would 

therefore be excessive.  

 

Due to various geographical distances different communication methods were used. The 

optimal interview is of course a personal interview, face-to-face, where one is able to 

read the body language and face expressions. However, since the main purpose of the 

interviews were to gather information about the planning process the body language and 

face expressions were not as important as they would have been in for example other 

social science or psychological behaviour interviews. The telephone interviews were 

recorded and transcribed and the e-mail correspondences are documented in order to 

show accuracy and avoid misleading information. 

 

As the planning process in the Member States is in one of its most intensive phases at 

national level it was quite hard to get time to interview the officials. However, despite 

this there was no missing information due to the lack of interviews, but instead the lack 

of information in different aspects was due to political decisions that had not been taken 

or made official yet. The reasons for choosing to analyse the planning process in the 
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three Nordic Member States were to compare the neighbouring countries with fairly 

similar structures in the organisations and implementation and also due to avoid 

language barriers. Since there are not yet many published documents at national level, 

assumptions were made that there would be even fewer translated documents available. 

Finland provide all of their official documents in Swedish due to the Swedish speaking 

minority, and Danish and Swedish are quite similar in written language.  

 

The interviews and the written documents and reports that were published by the EU 

institutions and the national governments complemented each other, information wise, 

where the interviews probably offered the most valuable current and specific 

information.  

 

2.2 Ethical issues 

While conducting interviews for research purpose it is important that the involved 

parties agree prior to the interview whether or not the respondent would like to remain 

anonymous. In addition to this it is also important that the researcher inform the 

respondent about the main purpose of the research (Vetenskapsrådet 2011). If the 

interviewee is comfortable with letting their name and position be declared there should 

be no evident problems concerning ethical issues in quoting them. If, however, the 

interviewees would like to remain anonymous it is something that has to be respected. 

According to the Swedish Research Council anonymity is achieved by not being able to 

“combine a certain piece of information with a specific individuals’ identity” 

(Vetenskapsrådet 2011, p. 67). As this is a Master’s thesis it is important that the 

interviewees are aware of the fact that the research material will become public and 

easily accessed since it will be published on the Internet after completion. In order to 

keep the research study more transparent and true, the information collected during the 

interviews will be available in order to control the legitimacy of the analysis and to 

rebut research fraud (Vetenskapsrådet 2011).   

 

In accordance with fair research ethics, the respondents that were interviewed for the 

purpose of this thesis were all asked if they approved to be recorded and cited by name 

and occupation.  

 

2.3 Critical evaluation of method and material 

Since the planning and implementation process of the EU cohesion policy in different 

aspects is of political character it is important to remain critical and understand that both 

the written material and the interviewees might be biased. This means that as an author 

one has to remain critical and neutral while analysing the information that is collected. 

A researcher should not be manipulated by the information or informants while 

conducting research since this might harm the credibility of the thesis and impede the 

creation of new information and argumentation (Vetenskapsrådet 2011). This means 

that it can be challenging to decide who is legitimate or not to act as respondents of the 

interviews in order to get a neutral view as possible. Concerning this thesis however, 

there was not much of a choice concerning the officials that work with the planning and 

implementation of the future cohesion policy in the Nordic Member States. Since it was 

desirable that the officials were experienced and working at senior positions the number 

of people was limited. The respondents were all employees at the responsible ministries 

in the Nordic Member States and were not asked to express any personal views or 
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opinions. The purpose of the interviews was to receive information about the Member 

States’ standpoints and not the officials’. The reason for choosing officials at the 

responsible ministries as main respondents was to clearly get an insight in the national 

governments’ roles in the planning and implementation process.  

 

The lack of up-to-date published books about the cohesion policy, especially in the 

Nordic Member States became quite evident during the conduction of this thesis. Due to 

the fact that the EU cohesion policy is conducted in seven year programming periods 

and thereafter reformed the need of current and relevant material and information is 

important. The theoretical and conceptual framework of the thesis that concerns theories 

about European integration of various kinds is based on the findings of various 

researchers and scholars. The theories are used in order to examine the role of the state 

governments in a time of increased integration and Europeanisation, where the power is 

delegated above and beyond the national governments.  

 

The reports and documents that have been used for the analysis are all available online. 

The website of the European Commission, and the Directorate General for Regional 

Policy, provided all the documents for the proposed legislations of the future cohesion 

policy as well as relevant regulations and legislations and basic information about 

policy-development, policy-implementation and historical important milestones of the 

policy. The websites of the responsible ministries for the cohesion policy, and national 

regional policy, were helpful in providing information about the planning and 

implementation process at national level and also the national legislation and guidelines 

that concerns the cohesion policy.  
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3. THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Meta theories of policy-making within the EU 

3.1.1 European Integration 

Ever since the 1950’s when cooperation between European countries developed in 

larger scales the influence it had on the national states has been analysed. European 

integration is an overarching and broad concept on how the EU affects its Member 

States, and how the Member States affect each other. Studies regarding the EU and its 

influence on both national and subnational level are fairly extensive. In the academic 

world among scholars this has led to the development of many theories about European 

integration which have developed over time. In published books such as Theories of 

European Integration written by Ben Rosamond, or European Integration Theory by 

Antje Wiener and Thomas Diez, various theories about the integration process and their 

founders are presented. The theories often emanate from the nation states explaining 

their changing roles and to what extent the integration is voluntary or not.  

 

Dühr et al. (2010, p. 94) explain that political scientists and international relation 

theorists have for many decades tried to explain the key drivers and directions of 

European integration where the grand theories have ended up in three dimensions being; 

 Vertical – competences are increasingly shared across EU Member States or 

transferred from the nation-states to the EU within in particular policy areas and 

decision-making.  

 Horizontal – integration of new policy areas. 

 Geographical – territorial widening or enlargement.  

 

(Dühr et al. 2010; Schimmelfennig & Rittberger 2006) 

 

As EU Member States Sweden, Finland and Denmark have experienced the European 

integration in all of the above mentioned dimensions, with cohesion policy as a strong 

driver of the process. There is no single approach in conceptualising the European 

integration and according to Dühr et al. (2010) the process is constantly under 

development since the EU itself is expanding both geographically and politically. 

Therefore, this thesis will describe and use some theoretical approaches in order to 

provide the reader with a sufficient theoretical framework to put into context.   

 

European integration increased especially during the 1980’s and the 1990’s with 

significant milestones as the Single European Act in 1986, The Maastricht Treaty in 

1992 and the Amsterdam Treaty in 1997 which brought about a sharpened supranational 

power granting first the European Council and then the European Parliament with more 

decision-making power (Hooghe & Marks 2001; Dühr et al. 2010). However, even 

before this, scholars had been discussing what role the nation states had in the EU 

policy- and decision making process. State-centric models, with intergovernmentalism, 

pose national governments as the ultimate decision- and policy-makers and the process 

of integration is under control of the Member States’ national governments (Hooghe & 

Marks 2001; Shimmelfenig & Rittberger 2006). Theorists of multi-level governance, on 

the other hand, argue that the decision making competencies are shared by actors at 
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different levels rather than monopolised by national governments (Hooghe & Marks 

2001; Dühr et al. 2010; Warleigh 2006).  

3.1.2 Multi-Level Governance 

Developments in the EU are constantly reviving debates about the consequences of 

European integration for the autonomy and authority of the Member States where the 

scope and depth of EU-level policy-making have increased immensely (Hooghe & 

Marks 2001). The reform of the cohesion policy in 1988 was a turning point when it 

comes to large common EU policy areas, with strong regulatory frameworks being 

managed under the control of the EU, on extremely diverse national contexts. Liesbet 

Hooghe and Gary Marks (Marks 1992; Hooghe 1996; Hooghe & Marks 2001, 2003) 

therefore argued that a new concept was needed and started to use the multi-level 

governance approach in order to explain the complex institutional system of the EU 

(Dühr et al. 2010). Many scholars have since then applied the concept in analysing and 

explaining the policy-making and implementation within the EU. Multi-level 

governance emphasise the roles played by individual actors in the EU where the state 

power is shared among these (Marks 1992; Hooghe 1996) and “does not assume neither 

Member States nor the EU institutions to be monolithic” (Warleigh 2006, p.79). Instead, 

the development of EU policies is shaped by cross-institutional and cross-national 

alliances of actors who share the same objective on a given issue (Warleigh 2006, p. 

79). The concept of multi-level governance therefore views the EU as: 

 

a polity in the making, in which power and influence are exercised at multiple 

levels of government. National state executives are seen as extremely 

important actors in the EU arena, but the almost semi-monopolistic position 

that is ascribed to them by many state-centrists is firmly rejected.  

(Nugent 2006, p. 557) 

 

The concept of multi-level governance was first developed in relation to the design and 

management of the EU cohesion policy, and the Structural Funds, because of its basis in 

the partnership principle. The partnership principle stipulates that the formation and 

implementation of cohesion policy must involve actors from European, national and 

regional levels as well as private actors (Dühr et al. 2010; Warleigh 2006). Older 

theories about European integration and EU policy-making fail to explain the 

development and effects of the cohesion policy as they disregard the significant 

numbers of different actors that are involved and therefore fail in explaining the 

interrelated and interdependent structure of the policy (Hooghe 1996). With the 

partnership principle as a foundation, the EU becomes an intertwining system that gives 

formal as well as informal roles and power to a range of actors (Warleigh 2006). Multi-

level governance has however been criticized for being insufficient in explaining EU 

politics in general since the institutional setting of the cohesion policy, especially the 

partnership principle, is not applied in other EU policy areas. Critiques therefore claim 

that one cannot generalise multi-level governance in the entire EU policy-making 

system (Warleigh 2006). However, as this thesis seeks to investigate the national 

governments’ roles in the planning process of the cohesion policy, the critiques are not 

central in this context. 

 

Due to the number of involved actors in the cohesion policy at different stages it is 

impossible to point at one responsible or dominant actor since it is shared both over 

territories, institutions and over time in different phases of the policy-making (Hooghe 
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1996). Even though Hooghe (1996) claims that state actors are unable to master all 

necessary resources to carry out such a complex policy as cohesion, especially in the 

implementation phase where they are dependent on the European and subnational actors 

in order to design elaborate development programmes, she claims that the national level 

is still the most important and powerful compared to European and subnational actors. 

However, “the state sovereignty in its conventional absolute sense has been eroded” 

(Hooghe 1996, p. 12). Referring to the development of the cohesion policy Hooghe and 

Marks (2001, p. 85) argue that ”multi-level governance is strongest in the 

implementation stage of structural programming and is weakest in the strategic planning 

stages”. This would indicate that the national governments are stronger, and have a 

more important role, at the beginning of the planning process when negotiations 

between the Commission and the Member States take place and when the agenda for the 

future programming period is set. Since, we at the moment find ourselves somewhere in 

between the implementation and strategic planning stages it will be interesting to look at 

what role the national governments have had so far and what role they will take on 

during the rest of the planning and implementations process. This will be further 

elaborated in chapter 6 and 7. 

 

The territory has often been spelled out as playing an important role in cohesion policy 

(Dosenrode & Halkier 2004; Hooghe 1996) where an overarching model of territorial 

governance across the EU is absent. Regional policies in national states are usually 

implemented within the uniform national frameworks of national and subnational 

relations. The cohesion policy on the other hand has to deal with a “variety of national 

models with widely different conceptions on how authority should be allocated”, where 

“beneath the shell of central states, there are no common principles of territorial 

organisation” (Hooghe & Marks 2001, p. 91). These differences bring about large 

challenges at the start of every programming period, as well as during the seven year 

path of the policy, and despite merging policies due to Europeanisation differences are 

still evident.   

The concept and theoretical approach of multi-level governance has been widely spread 

and the European Commission has come to use it in order to explain how they would 

like to see the cohesion policy developed and implemented in the Member States. In its 

1999 report, the Commission (CEC 1999, p. 143) explained the cohesion policy by 

using the concept of multi-level governance:  

 

as an institution, the delivery system developed for the Structural Funds is 

characterised by multi-level governance, i.e. the Commission, national 

governments, and regional and local governments are formally autonomous, 

but there is a high level of shared responsibility at each stage of the decision 

making process. The relationship between these is, accordingly, one of 

partnership negotiation, rather than being a hierarchical one. 

 

The cohesion policy has therefore brought about a new way of implementing a common 

policy where both the shaping and implementation in the Member States have become a 

multilateral interplay instead of allocating separate competencies to different old 

‘formations’ (Hooghe 1996). But why is the approach of multi-level governance and 

partnership then desirable in the context of cohesion policy? Why can the policy not be 

implemented in a simple top-down approach? Hooghe and Marks (2003) claim that 

centralised government is not well suited to accommodate diversity, something that is 
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present across the EU territory, but instead multi-level governance allows for 

adjustment of scale in order to reflect heterogeneity due to its flexibility.  

 

Since there was no consensus on how to structure multi-level governance, Hooghe and 

Marks realised that it had to be done and put forward two types of multi-level 

governance. Type I has its foundation in federalism where the power is shared between 

a limited number of governments operating at only few levels (supranational, national, 

regional and local) where the jurisdiction bundles together multiple functions. However, 

the jurisdictions within this type do not intersect with each other and can be referred to a 

‘Russian doll’ where only one jurisdiction exists at any particular territorial level 

(Hooghe & Marks 2003; Stegmann McCallion 2011). Type II multi-level governance on 

the other hand is composed of specialised jurisdictions where governance is fragmented 

into functionally specific levels or policy areas (Stegmann McCallion 2011) and 

jurisdictions are not as in Type I limited to certain areas (Hooghe & Marks 2003).  The 

cohesion policy, which is built on the partnership principle, would then fit into Type II 

since it is organized over a large number of levels, and authority is not found at specific 

levels of jurisdictions. Instead, solutions to policy problems are found, or provided by, 

the jurisdiction that can most effectively solve it and set ups are established in order to 

solve particular policy problems (Stegmann McCallion 2011).  

 

Since this thesis focus on the national states’ role in the planning and implementation of 

the EU cohesion policy it will be interesting to see how the national level is 

collaborating with the subnational levels and how the relationship looks between the 

different levels of authority in the various processes of the implementation. Is a 

hierarchical relationship evident or is a partnership negotiation in place as the 

Commission wishes for? These questions might not fully be answered in this thesis, 

however, chapter 6 and 7 will analyse what the role of the Nordic national governments 

have been in the planning process of the future cohesion policy so far. 

 

3.2 Europeanisation and Regionalisation in the Nordic Member States  

As an effect of the increased influence of the EU, and internationalisation in general, 

concepts about the impact it has on national states have been developed in order to 

explain the changes. While looking into European integration it is impossible not to 

come across the concept of Europeanisation. Europeanisation has many explanations 

however; in general, it refers to the ‘impacts of EU on national polities, policies and 

politics, on the one hand, and the influence of national discourses on the development of 

governance at the European level’ (Dühr et al. 2010, p. 103). The Europeanisation can 

therefore be categorised into both top-down and bottom-up processes where either the 

European level affects the national level or the other way around. In horizontal 

processes of Europeanisation the Member States affect each other and in circular 

processes national levels influence the EU-level, which in turn influences the national 

levels (Dühr et al. 2010). The most common process of Europeanisation is however the 

top-down approach where domestic change is triggered by changes at the European 

level.  

The subnational level of governance has received much attention in the discussions 

regarding the level of Europeanisation (Dühr et al. 2010). In the context of cohesion 

policy EU-funded programmes and the EU Structural Funds seem to have an impact on 

the institutional capacity on the regional level in all Member States. Leonardi (2005) 
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therefore argues that the cohesion policy acts as a clear case study on Europeanisation 

due to the responses and behaviours of Member States. The impact of the cohesion 

policy, with its set up and tools, varies between Member States. According to Laegreid 

et al. (2002), European policies clearly generate changes in domestic structures, 

however, the adaptation pressure varies between Member States depending on domestic 

administrative context and structural features.  

3.2.1 Administrative structures and possible changes 

The administrative structure in the Sweden and Denmark are divided into three 

administrative levels; national, regional and local (Government Offices of Sweden 

2012a, Ministry for Economic Affairs and the Interior 2013) and in Finland the 

administrative system is two-tier with a national and local levels (Lindqvist 2010). The 

power has historically been centralised to the national governments but the 

municipalities have contained much power in certain areas of politics and have been the 

strongest subnational levels. The regions have therefore not had any formal strong 

power and the regional policies have historically been allocated from national level. It is 

only during the last decades that the domestic regional policies have been decentralised 

and the regions have started to gain recognition and institutional power. Strong federal 

states like Germany and Austria, whose regions have a history of self-governance, 

might therefore not have experienced Europeanisation in the sense of decentralised 

power in the same way as the Nordic countries.  

Sweden and Finland have since their EU accession participated in three different 

programming periods within the EU cohesion policy; 1993-1999, 2000-2006 and 2007-

2013. Denmark on the other hand became members of the EU as early as in 1973 and 

has therefore been part of the EU regional policy since its development. According to 

Forsberg (2005) the Swedish regions have since the EU accession in 1995 strengthened 

their role with the help of a bottom-up approach that has developed further due to the 

EU regional policy. The notion of an active bottom up approach in strengthening the 

regions in Sweden is supported by Stegmann McCallion (2011). 

The EU policies and programmes create a framework which impacts on domestic 

regional policies and, possibly due to practical reasons, the cohesion programming 

periods are taken into account while forming regional policies at both national and 

regional levels (Lindqvist 2010). It is not only the organisation of the regional policies 

that have changed, but also the focus of regional policy strategies where there has been 

a shift away from redistribution and state intervention towards promotion of 

endogenous growth strategies at region level (Lindqvist 2010; Halkier 2001).  

3.2.2 Regional reforms and regionalisation 

According to the Danish Ministry for Economic Affairs and the Interior (2013), there 

has been an increase in the degree of decentralisation in Denmark since the 1970’s. In 

2007, Denmark implemented a Structural Reform of the Danish local government 

system. The Structural Reform abolished the existing 14 counties and instead five large 

regions were created. The previous number of 271 existing municipalities was merged 

into 98 new ones. The reform therefore contains the criteria for the new division of 

municipalities and regions and a new distribution of tasks between municipalities, 

regions and the state. This was a step towards a restructuring of distribution of tasks and 

cost burdens from the state to the counties and municipalities (Ministry for Economic 

Affairs and the Interior 2013). Following the Danish example, in 2010, Finland carried 

out a regional reform, replacing the previous provinces with six new regions. The aim 
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of the reform was to make the regional administration more efficient by bringing in 

previously state controlled assignments and to transfer regional development tasks to 

the regional councils (Lindqvist 2010). 

Sweden has since 2007 been discussing a structural reform of the Swedish local and 

regional government system where six to nine large regions would replace the existing 

21 counties. Experiments to develop directly elected regional organisations in the form 

of County Councils in Västra Götaland and Skåne served as a model for the reform 

proposal. The goal is through a democratic process letting the counties decide and apply 

themselves in order to form the new regions. Västra Götaland and Skåne gained 

permanent status as regions in 2011. The current goal is that the regions should be 

formatted and in place at the start of 2015 (Government Offices of Sweden 2009; 

Stegmann McCallion 2007; Lindqvist 2010). 

What the underlying reasons for the regional reforms that have taken place in Denmark 

and Finland, and the possible reform taking place in Sweden, are not clearly stated but 

one can assume external factors due to Europeanisation as underlying factors. 

Dosenrode and Halkier (2004) claim that the public policies in the Nordic countries 

have become more regionalised during the last decades. Stegmann McCallion (2007) 

and Lindqvist (2010) talk about on-going regionalisation processes in the Nordic 

countries which were triggered by the EU membership and together with Dosenrode 

and Halkier (2004) they argue further that the partnership principle of the EU Structural 

Funds in particular has been an important factor in this process. Examples are for 

instance the regional development policy documents that the Nordic regions have to 

conduct. In all of the Nordic Member States the national governments urge their regions 

to conduct programmes where the regions have to structure plans on how to achieve 

regional growth. The programmes are conducted in similar ways as the EU Partnership 

Agreements and Operational Programmes between the governments, the regions and 

regional businesses and organisations (Government Offices of Sweden 2012b, Ministry 

of Employment and the Economy 2013a, Ministry of Business and Growth Denmark 

2013). This indicates that the regional partnerships within the Nordic Member States are 

of similar character as the partnership principle which is the basis for the cohesion 

policy. 

The level of Europeanisation regarding the regional development agenda within the 

Nordic countries can be derived from the following example on the website of the 

Finnish Ministry of Employment and the Economy (2012):  

 

When Finland became a member of the European Union, and our economy 

opened up, the regional development changed gradually from national regional 

development to international regional development. The European Union’s 

regional and structural policy complements the national policy. 
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4. THE DEVELOPMENT OF REGIONAL POLICY AT EU-

LEVEL – Past to present 

4.1 An historical overview 

Regional policies have been carried out by national governments in order to combat 

spatial and geographical inequalities (Dühr et al. 2010, p. 271). Historically, within the 

EU context, regional policies have varied strongly between Member States depending 

on different political structures and historical traditions (Balchin et al. 1999). After 

many prosperous years in Europe after the Second World War the economies in many 

Member States experienced a slowdown. This was presented in a report published in 

1973 by the European Commission called The Regional Problems in the Enlarged 

Community
2
 (CEC 1973). The the report suggested that a Community regional policy 

should be set up on “moral, environmental and economic grounds” (CEC 1973, p. 4) in 

order to reduce the structural imbalances and disparities across the Community that the 

market forces could not take care of. As a result, the European Regional Development 

Fund (ERDF) was established in 1975 with a three year budget of € 1.3 billion in order 

to tackle the main regional imbalances. For the first decade 95 % of the ERDF was 

based on a national quota system and was allocated accordingly. In the mid 1980’s the 

Commission proposed an increase in the ‘non-quota’ part of the total budget of the 

ERDF. In addition two objectives were defined in order to focus the target of the 

Structural Funds; Regions lagging behind and Conversion of declining industrial areas. 

Regions were also required to conduct a ‘regional development plan’ in order to receive 

funding (Dühr et al. 2010). The common EU regional policy, the cohesion policy, is not, 

and has never been a substitute of the existing national regional policies but is instead 

an addition to them (Leonardi 2005).  

In 1986 the EU regional policy was given a formal legal foundation through the Single 

European Act. The year of 1988 is one of the most important milestones in the 

development of the EU regional policy. Through a reform of the policy the Structural 

Funds were integrated into an overarching cohesion policy, introducing key principles 

of: 

 Focusing on the poorest and most backward regions 

 Multiannual programming 

 Strategic orientation of investments 

 Involvement of regional and local partners 

(CEC 2012f) 

 

The resources for the Structural Funds between 1989 and 1993 were doubled. The 

significant turning point that came with the Maastricht Treaty in 1993 reinforced the 

importance of the economic and social cohesion by establishing the Cohesion Fund 

which was intended to support transport infrastructure and environmental improvements 

in the poorest regions. By 1999 the budget allocated for cohesion policy was almost 33 

% of the total EU budget (Dühr et el. 2010).  

With the expansion to the east, in 2004 and 2007, the EU was expected to experience an 

increase in regional disparities. In 1999 the Agenda 2000 reform package was agreed 

which meant that there was a fixed ceiling for the EU budget and the cohesion policy 

                                                           
2
 Also known as the Thompson Report. 
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2000-2006. For the current period 2007-2013, the cohesion policy was reformed again. 

The current programming period still makes up for around one third of the total EU 

budget (Dühr et al. 2010).  

The EU regional policy is today referred to as the EU cohesion policy and there is no 

distinction between the two concepts. 

 

4.2 The instruments of EU Cohesion Policy 

The EU cohesion policy is funded in a programming period. The main instruments for 

the current programming period have been the Structural Funds; the European Regional 

Development Fund and the European Social Funds, and the Cohesion Fund. The Funds 

are supposed to contribute to the objectives and goals that are set out for the cohesion 

policy. The Structural Funds as instruments within the EU cohesion policy are supposed 

to co-finance projects that support regional development and are not in first hand 

supposed to redistribute resources between the Union’s regions but instead support 

regions’ own resources in order to boost regional growth. In order to give an overview 

of the purpose of the Funds a short description will follow for each of the Funds: 

 

 European Regional Development Fund  

Created in 1975 with the intention of readdressing the main regional imbalances in the 

EU. Mainly done through participation in development and structural adjustment of 

regions where the development is lagging behind. For the current programming period 

2007-2013 the ERDF is a co-financer of about 50-70 % in infrastructures of research 

and innovation, telecommunications, environment, energy and transport, direct aid to 

investment in SMEs and financial instruments to support regional and local 

development.  

 European Social Fund  

Created in 1957 with the intention to improve employment and job opportunities in the 

EU, the ESF focuses on four key areas in line with the European Employment Strategy: 

increasing adaptability of workers and enterprises; enhancing access to employment and 

participation in the labour market; reinforcing social inclusion by combating 

discrimination and facilitating access to labour market for disadvantaged people; and 

promoting partnership for reform in the fields of employment and inclusion. The ESF 

does not finance infrastructure, and its use is not spatially targeted. 

 Cohesion Fund 

Created in 1992 by the Maastricht Treaty in order to help the poorest Member States 

with a GNI of less than 90 % of the EU average. The Fund serves to reduce their 

economic and social shortfall as well as to stabilise their economy. The Cohesion Fund 

gives support to interventions that contribute to the Trans-European Transport Networks 

(TEN-T) and improvement of the environment. 

 (Dühr et al. 2010, p. 274) 

 

Since none of the Nordic Member States are eligible of receiving funding from the 

Cohesion Fund, focus will be put solely on the programming of the Structural Funds in 

this thesis. As will be evident in the following chapters the future cohesion policy will 
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also include two additional Funds. However, as the Structural Funds are the most 

important tools for the Nordic Member States in the implementation of the cohesion 

policy focus will be put on these. 

 

During the current programming period the Nordic Member States have received 

different amount of funding from the Structural Funds in order to boost growth, jobs 

and competitiveness. Sweden has been allocated a total of € 1.9 billion for 2007-2013 

where the essential targets of the investments are R&D, increase the supply of labour 

through targeted training, and to support entrepreneurship (CEC 2007a). Finland has 

been allocated € 1.7 billion with main focus on R&D and innovation, tackle long-term 

unemployment and encourage the young to stay in education, help businesses, 

particularly SMEs, adapt to structural challenges such as an ageing workforce and 

globalisation, and to promote adult training and develop employment services (CEC 

2007b). Denmark has received less funding for the period 2007-2013 compared to the 

other two Nordic countries. With a total of € 613 million emphasis have been put on 

R&D and innovation, training and education, support of entrepreneurship with a 

particular focus on SMEs, and help people such as the disabled, immigrants and older 

people to get into the workforce (CEC 2007c).  

 

4.3 Policy stages: step-by-step 

The cohesion policy is created through various steps before it is implemented in the 

Member States. The policy’s legal basis is the Maastricht Treaty and its priorities are set 

by the EU through dialogues and consultations with the involved actors. The policy 

framework is set for a seven year period which alone makes it difficult since it is such 

an extensive and long-going policy-framework and budget that has to be negotiated. 

The Commission (CEC 2012g, 2012h) summarises the main steps, from policy 

development to implementation of the Funds in the European regions: 

 Negotiations of the budget for the Structural Funds and the rules are jointly 

decided by the European Council and the European Parliament on the basis of 

the proposals from the Commission. The final outcome of the budget for the 

cohesion policy will however be decided in connection to the final decisions on 

the Multiannual Financial Framework. 

 Principles and priorities of cohesion policy are set and narrowed down with 

the help of consultation between the Commission and the EU Member States. 

Guidelines provided by the Commission are used by the national and regional 

authorities to align their own programming on the agreed EU-wide priorities.  

 Preparing national and regional programmes – For the future cohesion 

policy 2014-2020 the National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF) is 

replaced by the Partnership Agreement, which is submitted to the Commission 

for comments. The document outlines the national strategy and proposes a list of 

Operational Programmes. The Commission validates the Partnership Agreement, 

as well as each Operational Programme. The Operational Programmes present a 

coherent set of thematic priorities of the country and/or the regions. They 

determine in what areas the regions will be able to apply for and receive 

funding. Workers, employers and civil society bodies can all participate in the 

programming and management of the Operational Programmes.  

 Implementation of the Operational Programmes is conducted by the Member 

States and their regions. This means selecting, monitoring and evaluating 



20 

 

thousands of projects. This work is organised by ‘management authorities’ in 

each country and/or region.  

The managing authorities in the Nordic Member States are: 

o Sweden – The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 

divided into eight different programming regions, with the Ministry of 

Enterprise, Energy and Communications as the responsible ministry. 

o Finland – Ministry of Employment and the Economy.  

o Denmark – Danish Business Authority (previously named the Danish 

Authority for Enterprise and Construction), part of the Ministry of 

Business and Growth Denmark. 

 The Commission commits the Funds (to allow the Member States to start 

spending on their programmes) 

 The Commission pays the certified expenditure to each country. 

 The Commission monitors each Operational Programme together with the 

concerned Member States.  

 The Commission and the Member States submit strategic reports 
throughout the programming period. 

(CEC 2012g) 

At the moment we find ourselves at the third stage in the above mentioned list; 

Preparing national and regional programmes. Details on how the work is proceeding in 

the Nordic Member stage will be presented and analysed in chapter 6.   
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5. THE FUTURE COHESION POLICY 2014-2020 

5.1 The future legislative package 

In November 2010 the Fifth report on economic, social and territorial cohesion, 

Investing in Europe’s Future was adopted.
3
 The report sets out ideas on how the future 

cohesion policy might be reformed (CEC 2010). 

In October 2011 the European Commission adopted the legislative proposals for the 

future cohesion policy 2014-2020. According to the European Commission (2011a) the 

proposals are designed to reinforce the strategic dimension of the policy and to ensure 

that EU investment is targeted on Europe’s long-term goals for growth and jobs i.e. the 

Europe 2020 Strategy. The proposals include some general and overarching changes 

concerning how the policy is designed and implemented. One of the largest differences 

of the new programming period will be that the Europe 2020 Strategy will replace the 

Lisbon Strategy as the ‘lead-document’ and concentration will be put on the Europe 

2020 priorities for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Furthermore, through the 

Lisbon Treaty, which entered into force on 1 December 2009, territorial cohesion has 

been added to the goals of economic and social cohesion (CEC 2011b). 

The legislative architecture for the future cohesion policy comprises: 

 An overarching regulation setting out Common rules for the European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF), the Cohesion 

Fund, the Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), the European 

Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), and further general rules for the ERDF, 

ESF and Cohesion Fund; 

 Three specific regulations for the ERDF, the ESF and the Cohesion Fund; and  

 Two regulations on the European territorial cooperation goal and the European 

Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC).  

(CEC 2011a, p. 1) 

The General Regulation delivers a common set of basic rules which is divided into two 

parts. The first part sets out a series of common principles applicable to all Funds. ‘The 

general principles governing support of all Funds included in the Common Strategic 

Framework will include partnership and multi-level governance, compliance with 

applicable EU and national law, promotion of equality between men and women and 

sustainable development.’ (CEC 2011b). 

In order to maximise the impact of the policy in delivering EU priorities, the proposal 

also contains the common elements of strategic planning and programming. This 

includes a menu of Thematic Objectives derived from the Europe 2020 Strategy, 

provisions on the Common Strategic Framework, and Partnership Agreements that are 

agreed between each Member State and the Commission (CEC 2011b).  

 

                                                           
3
 Investing in Europe’s future: Fifth report on economic, social and territorial cohesion available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/cohesion5/pdf/5cr_en.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/cohesion5/pdf/5cr_en.pdf
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5.1.1 Thematic concentration and the Common Strategic Framework 

In order to maximise the impact of the future cohesion policy the Commission propose 

a strategic programming process which involve a list of Thematic Objectives derived 

from, and in line with, the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy: 

1. Strengthening research, technological development and innovation.  

2. Enhancing access to, and use and quality of, information and communication 

technologies. 

3. Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs, the agricultural sector, and the 

fisheries and aquaculture sector. 

4. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors. 

5. Promoting climate change adaption and risk prevention and management. 

6. Protecting the environment and promoting resource efficiency. 

7. Promoting sustainable transport and removing bottlenecks in key network 

infrastructure. 

8. Promoting employment and supporting labour mobility. 

9. Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty. 

10. Investing in education, skills and lifelong learning. 

11. Enhancing institutional capacity and ensuring an efficient public administration. 

(CEC 2011b) 

Following the proposals from 2011, elements for a Common Strategic Framework was 

presented by the Commission in March 2012, with the intention to help setting strategic 

direction for the next financial planning period 2014-2020 in the Member States and 

their regions (CEC 2013a) and should thereby replace the large number of guidelines 

which marked the programming process of the current period 2007-2013 (European 

Parliament 2012). The Common Strategic Framework presents the combination of five 

different EU Funds; the ERDF, the ESF, the Cohesion Fund, The European Agricultural 

Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund, in order to 

increase the coherence between policy commitments made in the context of Europe 

2020 and investment on the ground (CEC 2012b).  

5.1.2 Partnership Agreements 

Through Partnership Agreements (sometimes referred to as Partnership Contracts), 

agreed with the Commission, the Member States at national level will commit to focus 

on fewer investment priorities in line with the objectives of Europe 2020 (CEC 2013a). 

The contracts will include commitments to concrete actions and clear and measurable 

targets will be defined in a performance framework (CEC 2011b). The Partnership 

Agreements will not only include the priorities that the Member States will focus on 

during the future programming period but will also include how the goals will be 

achieved and who the involved actors in the partnership will be at both national, 

regional and local level, i.e. how a system of multi-level governance will be applied 

when the Funds are implemented. 

As previously mentioned, the Partnership Agreement will replace the current so called 

National Strategic Reference Framework which in the planning process will serve as a 

point of departure (European Parliament 2012). In Article 9 of the proposal for 

regulation the Commission (CEC 2011b) thoroughly spells out for the Member States 

what a partnership in the context of the cohesion policy 2014-2020 should look like: 
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For the Partnership Agreements, and each programme respectively, Member 

States should organise a partnership with the representatives of competent 

regional, local, urban and other public authorities, economic and social 

partners, and bodies representing civil society, including environmental 

partners, non-governmental organisations, and bodies responsible for 

promoting equality and non-discrimination. The purpose of the partnership is 

to respect the principle of multi-level governance, ensure the ownership of 

planned interventions by stakeholders and build on the experience and know-

how of relevant actors. 

Picture 1. More Coherent use of available EU Funds 

 

© European Union, 1995-2012 

Source: European Commission 2013a 

Picture 1 above show how a more coherent use and coordination of the Funds will lead 

to more effective use in the Member States. The preparation of the Partnership 

Contracts and the Operational Programmes will take place simultaneously during the 

planning process in the Member States.  

5.1.3 Conditionalities and performance 

New conditionality provisions have been introduced for the future cohesion policy in 

order to ensure that EU funding creates strong incentives for Member States to deliver 

the objectives and targets of the Europe 2020 Strategy. In order to maximise the effects 

of the EU Funds, conditions necessary for their effective support have to be in place 

before the Funds are distributed to the Member States. This means that bottlenecks in 

policy, regulatory and institutional frameworks have to be removed with the help of the 

Member States (CEC 2011b).  

 

Ex-post conditionalities will strengthen the focus on performance by being based on the 

achievement of milestones related to targets of the Europe 2020 Strategy set out in the 

Partnership Agreements. 5 % of the budget of the relevant Funds will be set aside to a 

performance reserve. At a mid-term performance review the performance reserve will 

be allocated to the Member States whose programmes have met their milestones. 

Failure in meeting the milestones might lead to a suspension, or even cancellation, of 

Funds (CEC 2011b). Furthermore, macroeconomic conditionalities will be in place in 

order for the Member States to contain sound economic policies throughout the 

programming period. In addition to the principles already mentioned, which are 

applicable for all Funds, the proposals include common principles for management 

control, community-led local development, the support of integrated programming, 

monitoring and evaluation and increased use of financial instruments (CEC 2011a).  

5.1.4 The scope of the Structural Funds 

The second part of the regulations sets out specific provisions for the ERDF, the ESF 

and the Cohesion Fund. These relate to the mission and goals of cohesion policy, the 

financial framework, specific programming and reporting arrangements, major projects 

and joint action plans. It also sets out the requirement on management and control 
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systems that cohesion policy requires in order to be fair for all Member States. 

Moreover, this also includes the specific arrangements for financial management (CEC 

2011b). 

In addition to the general regulation for the Funds that are instruments of the cohesion 

policy the Commission has set out fund-specific regulations which include provisions 

specific to each Fund, in particular regarding the scope of the Funds, the investment 

priorities and the indicators (CEC 2011a).  

Unlike previous programming periods, those before 2007, all European regions should 

benefit from the support of the ERDF and the ESF. However, a classification of the 

average GDP/capita level of the region will determine what investments the Funds 

should be prioritised for and in connection to this the amount of co-financing that is 

needed: 

 Less developed regions – GDP/capita less than 75 % of EU-27 average. Max. 

75-85 % co financing. 

 Transition regions – GDP/capita less than 90 % of EU-27 average. Max. 60 % 

co financing. 

 More developed regions – GDP/capita above 90 % of EU-27 average. Max. 50 

% co financing. 

The Cohesion Fund will continue to support Member States with Gross National 

Income of less than 90 % of the EU-27 average and will invest in projects concerning 

the environment and infrastructure development. 

(CEC 2011a) 

 

Picture 2. Categorisation of the EU regions 

 

© European Union, 1995-2012 

Source: European Commission 2013a, alterations done by the author. 

 

As can be derived both from the text, and Picture 2 above, the Nordic regions fall under 

the categorisation of Transition regions and More developed regions. The entire 

territory of Sweden and Denmark are classified as More developed regions where as the 
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Finnish territory is considered to be More developed regions, except the east of Finland 

which is categorised as a Transition region with a GDP/capita of 75-90 per cent of the 

EU average.  

 

To ensure that EU investments are concentrated on the priorities set out through the 

Thematic Objectives, minimum allocations are set for a number of priority areas. The 

ERDF supports regional and local development to contribute to all Thematic 

Objectives, by setting out detailed priorities for the Fund. In More developed regions 

and Transition regions at least 80 % of the total ERDF resources at national level shall 

be allocated to the following Thematic Objectives: 

1. Strengthening research, technological development and innovation.  

3. Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs, the agricultural sector, and the 

fisheries and aquaculture sector. 

4. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors. 

(CEC 2011c) 

 

At least 20 % of the total ERDF resources at national level should be allocated to the 

thematic objective 4 (CEC 2011c), something that the Nordic Member States have to 

take into consideration while deciding on the national priorities and allocation of the 

Funds.  

 

Regarding the ESF, the regulation (CEC 2011d) proposes to target four thematic 

objectives: 

8. Promoting employment and supporting labour mobility. 

9. Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty. 

10. Investing in education, skills and lifelong learning. 

11. Enhancing institutional capacity and ensuring an efficient public administration. 
 

All of the Thematic Objectives each contain subheadings that specify priorities within 

the overarching prioritised area. For the ERDF and the ESF there are special 

subheadings for the objectives that each mention how the goals can be achieved. 

However, these will not be explained further as they are detailed and irrelevant for the 

main content of this thesis. 

5.1.5 Territorial cohesion and territorial cooperation 

As of the Lisbon Treaty, territorial cohesion has been added to the goals of economic 

and social cohesion (CEC 2011b). In order to reinforce the territorial cohesion the 

Commission has pointed out and earmarked 5 % of the ERDF for sustainable urban 

development. Furthermore, the Swedish and Finnish sparsely populated areas should 

allocate 50 % of the ERDF funding to actions contributing to diversification and 

modernisation with a particular focus on research and innovation, information and 

communications technologies and SME competitiveness (CEC 2011a). 

 

Territorial Cooperation, one of the goals with cohesion policy, provides a framework 

for the exchanges of experience between national, regional and local actors from 

different Member States and helps to find common solutions for shared problems. In the 

legislative package, European Territorial Cooperation is proposed with a separate 

regulation, by request, in order to make more specific provisions for cooperation 

programmes and operations (CEC 2011a).  
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5.2 Simplification accomplished? 

One of the most popular requests from the Member States, and important objectives, for 

the future cohesion policy has been simplification. The Commission has suggested a 

number of proposals that would simplify the management of cohesion policy
4
. The 

suggestions for simplification have been integrated in the legislative proposals above 

where the main suggestions are: 

1. Harmonisation of rules with other Common Strategic Framework Funds 

2. More flexibility in the set-up of programmes and systems 

3. Increased proportionality 

4. Legal certainty through clearer rules 

5. More efficient delivery and lighter reporting 

6. Reducing the administrative burden for beneficiaries 

7. A move towards results-based management: the Joint Action Plan 

8. e-Cohesion  

9. Simplification of European territorial Cooperation 

10. Simplification of the European Social Fund 

(CEC 2012d) 

Whether or not the reformed future cohesion policy has been simplified or not will have 

to wait and see after it has been implemented. However, the views of the officials 

involved in the planning process in the Nordic Member States, concerning the proposed 

legislations will be further presented and analysed in chapter 6.  

Since the entire legislative package is rather extensive no further explanations in detail 

will be provided about the Commission’s proposals
5
. 

 

5.3 Position Papers on the Partnership Agreement and programmes 

During 2012 the Commission Services prepared position papers for each Member State 

on how they see on the future development of the Partnership Agreement and 

programmes on national level. The Commission’s positions are based on the lessons 

learnt during the 2007-2013 programming period and the Commission’s legislative 

proposals for 2014-2020. In the latter half of 2012 the position papers were presented by 

the Commission for the responsible authorities in each Member State. They were 

presented as the view of Commission Services’ without prejudice to the final outcome 

of the negotiations on the legislative package. Through the position papers the Member 

States are informed on the Commission Services’ views on the main challenges and 

funding priorities at an early stage of programming for 2014-2020 (CEC 2013b). The 

priorities for the Funds included in the Common Strategic Framework are based on the 

country’s specific situation and have been developed on the basis of an in-depth country 

analysis (CEC 2012k). Each funding priority is related to one or several thematic 

objectives set out in order to reach the Europe 2020 goals. The purpose of the position 

papers is to establish a framework for dialogue between the Commission and the 

Member States on the preparation of the Partnership Agreement and programmes which 

                                                           
4
 Read more about the suggested simplification of the cohesion policy 2014-2020 in the factsheet 

published by the Commission: 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/simplification_en.pdf  
5
 For further information about the proposed legislation, please visit the Commission’s website: 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/proposals_2014_2020_en.cfm  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/simplification_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/proposals_2014_2020_en.cfm
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will form the basis for delivery of the Structural Funds (CEC 2013b). The main 

challenges and priorities for funding, put forward by the Commission (CEC 2012i, 

2012j, 2012k), for the three Nordic Member States are: 

Sweden: 

Sweden’s most pressing challenges are related to insufficient commercial 

return from innovation and research, a weak development of fast-growing 

innovative enterprises and low labour market participation of youth and 

vulnerable groups. There are also specific challenges to improve natural 

resource management and cost-effectiveness of measures related to climate 

change (CEC 2012i). 

Priorities for funding: 

 Strengthen competitive and innovation driven business economy. 

 Foster employability and improve access to labour market. 

 Reinforce sustainable and efficient use of resources for sustainable growth.
6
 

Finland: 

Finland’s most pressing challenges are related to the weakened 

competitiveness of business and the need to broaden the research and 

innovation base together with diversifying the economy, youth and long-term 

unemployment, ageing population, high energy consumption and the need to 

improve the sustainable management of natural resources and measures related 

to climate change (CEC 2012j).  

Priorities for funding: 

 Innovative and competitive business and research environment. 

 Increasing labour market participation through improved employment, social 

inclusion and education policies. 

 Reinforce sustainable and efficient use of resources for environment-friendly 

growth.
7
 

Denmark: 

Denmark’s most pressing challenges are related to the need to enhance 

productivity and competitiveness through innovation and business 

development, the need to enhance labour supply through inclusion, skills 

adaptation and education measures and the need to enhance efforts on 

environmental protection as well as mitigation of and adaptation to climate 

change (CEC 2012k). 

Priorities for funding: 

 Enhance productivity and competitiveness through innovation and business 

development.  

                                                           
6
 http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/partnership/sv_position_paper.pdf  

7
 http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/partnership/fi_position_paper.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/partnership/sv_position_paper.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/partnership/fi_position_paper.pdf
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 Enhance labour supply through inclusion, skills adaptation and education 

measures. 

 Enhance efforts on environmental protection and mitigation of climate change.
8
 

As can be derived from the quotes above, including the suggested priorities for funding, 

indicate that the three Nordic Member States according to the Commission Services 

face similar challenges in the future. This may not come as a surprise for the Nordic 

Member States as the priorities for funding mentioned above are all in line with the 

Thematic Objectives for More developed regions and Transition regions. It is up to the 

Member States how they want to receive the suggestions put forward by the 

Commission. However, since the position papers are based on in-depth analysis of 

country specific situations the domestic priorities will probably not be far off from the 

above mentioned priorities for funding. Another reason why priorities for funding 

should go in line with the suggestions is that the Partnership Agreements are to be 

accepted by the Commission. 

  

5.4 Investing in the future in times of crisis 

There is no doubt that the EU is in a much worse economic situation than it was at the 

start of the current programming period. The economic situation of, especially, the 

southern parts of Europe has affected the priorities in setting the budget for the future 

Multiannual Financial Framework 2014-2020 and its negotiations. This is something 

that is often emphasised in the magazine Panorama, published by the Directorate-

General for Regional Policy. After the launch of the legislative proposals for the future 

cohesion policy in 2011 the majority of the published issues have focused on the future 

policy and its implications. In issue 41 from the spring of 2012, which focuses on the 

importance of simplification, concentration and targeting results of the future cohesion 

policy, one can read that: “In a time of economic crisis it is more important than ever 

that available resources are spent in a way that delivers maximum value for EU 

citizens” (CEC 2012c, p. 4). In the same issue Stefan Emanoil Ilcus, First Secretary at 

the Danish Representation to the EU and Chair of the Structural Actions Working Party, 

outlines that: “Despite the economic crisis, we should remember that cohesion policy is 

one of the great success stories of European integration and solidarity.” (CEC 2012c, p. 

16). 

 

As negotiations about the future Multiannual Financial Framework takes place, 

determining the future of financial allocation to the cohesion policy and the Structural 

Funds, the planning for the implementation of the policy takes place in the Member 

States. At the EU summit with the European Council on the 7
th

 and 8
th

 of February 2013 

the leaders of the EU Member States could agree on a budget for the Multiannual 

Financial Framework. However, the decisions are not final until they have been 

approved by the European Parliament. The proposed overall budget for 2014-2020 is 

now € 960 billion. This is a reduction from the current period 2007-2013 (EC 2013). 

The Nordic Member States have all held a restrictive approach towards the future 

Multiannual Financial Framework, meaning that they would like to see an overall 

reduction in the proposed budget. The proportion of the Multiannual Financial 

Framework that will be allocated to cohesion policy will for 2014-2020 probably still be 

one third of the total budget.    

                                                           
8
 http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/partnership/dk_position_paper.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/partnership/dk_position_paper.pdf
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6. THE PLANNING PROCESS IN THE NORDIC MEMBER 

STATES 
 

The following chapter presents the empirical results that were obtained through the 

interviews. The content of the material have been analysed and reflected upon with the 

help of the theoretical and conceptual framework presented in chapter 3.  

 

6.1 The implementation of the EU Cohesion Policy in Sweden 

6.1.1 Organisational aspects 

The Swedish Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications is the responsible 

ministry for the Swedish regional policy and for the implementation of the EU cohesion 

policy at national level in Sweden. The ministry has played the leading part so far in the 

planning process for the cohesion policy after 2013 since it has had the organisational 

role for all the involved actors at national and subnational level. The Ministry of 

Employment and the Ministry for Rural Affairs are also involved in the planning and 

implementation of the future cohesion policy since they are responsible for the Funds 

included in the Common Strategic Framework. However, since the responsible ministry 

for the implementation of the EU cohesion policy in Sweden is the Ministry of 

Enterprise, Energy and Communications, emphasis in this section will be put on their 

work. 

 

In Sweden there are eight regional Structural Fund programmes that are financed 

through the ERDF and one national Structural Fund programme with eight regional 

plans financed through the ESF. The managing authority of the ERDF in Sweden is the 

Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth and the agency has eight 

managing offices set up in the regions where the Operational Programmes are 

implemented. These programming areas are no official administrative regions in 

Sweden but are made up and consist of a number of County Councils.  

 

A very successful, and up-to-date, source of information that the Swedish Ministry of 

Enterprise, Energy and Communications have established is a blog called 

Strukturfondsbloggen – framtidens tillväxt och jobb
9
. Civil servants at the ministries and 

the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, who are involved in the work 

with the future cohesion policy, post news and relevant information there. This is an 

excellent way for all involved actors in the partnership, as well as the public, to follow 

how the work of the planning and implementation process in Sweden is proceeding. It is 

also a way for the national level to communicate and inform the regional levels who 

conduct the Operational Programmes. 

 

Daniel Karlsson, who works with regional development at the Ministry of Enterprise, 

Energy and Communications, and plays a large part in the planning and implementation 

process of the EU cohesion policy 2014-2020 in Sweden, says that the organisation and 

implementation of the future cohesion policy will largely be conducted in the same way 

as in the current period 2007-2013. Since the cohesion policy is reformed for each new 

programming period it has made it hard for some Member States to keep a consistency 

                                                           
9
In English, The Structural Funds Blog –future growth and jobs. Available at:  

http://www.naringsbloggen.se/strukturfonder/om/  

http://www.naringsbloggen.se/strukturfonder/om/
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in the planning and organisational structure of the policy. For the first time, since the 

EU accession, Sweden is able to implement the cohesion policy in the same way as in 

the previous period due to prerequisites being in place. In the past the structure of the 

policy has made it impossible for both the responsible ministry and the regions to 

”copy-paste” work from previous periods. For example, during the programming period 

2000-2006 all of the Swedish regions were not eligible to apply for funding from the 

ERDF (Mr D Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm. 10 April).  

 

Mr Karlsson (2013, pers. comm. 10 April) mentions that consistency makes it easier for 

the regions to organise their work when they do not have to “bother with basic 

questions” as who to turn to at the national level if they need help. The choice of 

implementing the policy in the same way as in the current period is therefore not a 

question of laziness from the Swedish side, but instead a strategic choice of achieving 

desirable results and outcomes of the policy: 

 
We have strategically chosen to keep an incorporated way of working since it creates 

confidence in the execution (Mr D. Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm. 10 April). 

 

The Operational Programmes are conducted at regional level. Since Sweden has eight 

different programming areas the execution of the Operational Programmes with respect 

to national priorities and guidelines requires a lot of coordination and organisation by 

the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications. This shows what an important 

role the national level in Sweden plays in the planning process for the cohesion policy.  

6.1.2 Investment priorities  

The regions that make up the eight programming areas have been asked to begin the 

work of presenting material and analyses for their future programmes as well as drafting 

them. Despite this the Swedish Government has not yet decided what national priorities 

and areas for investment that Sweden will make in the future programming period. 

These investment areas are the foundation for the content of the Operational 

Programmes. According to Mr Karlsson at the ministry, the priorities will hopefully be 

formally decided in June 2013. However, due to the Thematic Objectives and the fund-

specific regulations, with the entire Swedish territory falling under the categorisation as 

More developed regions, there are limited areas to prioritise. 

Sweden is currently in between different stages of the planning process since decisions 

are yet to be taken. The Swedish Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications 

have executed structural plans and formed working groups with external actors for the 

Partnership Agreement. There have been dialogue meetings between the Swedish 

Agency for Economic and Regional Growth and the eight County Councils that are 

responsible for the coordination of their programming area. The meetings have been 

conducted both in person and through video conferences (Mr D. Karlsson, 2013, pers. 

comm. 10 April). 

We are in need of communication. There are many questions from the regions (Mr D. 

Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm. 10 April). 

The organisational character of the policy, much due to the Partnership Agreement, 

involves many different actors in the planning process, a proof of multi-level 

governance, and generates a large interest among different actors of the partnership. The 

large interest is something that Mr Karlsson (2013, pers. comm. 10 April) considers 

being one of the most positive aspects of the current phase of the planning process:  
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There are municipalities, authorities, and also companies, a lot of different types of 

organisations that engages in our work and have opinions and want to affect and participate 

[…] it would have been very boring if no one reacted at all. 

Despite the large interest from public organisations and regional and local authorities it 

is the national government that has the final saying in the overarching priorities for 

investment of the Funds. Therefore, once again the role of the Swedish Government in 

the planning process is proven to be important as the organising body. The regions rely 

on the government in different aspects, and due to the structure of the management of 

the cohesion policy in Sweden, the regions are supposed to follow the guidelines of the 

investment priorities. However, the communication is not one-way, but rather has the 

character of a two-way communication, due to the guidelines on how the partnership 

principle should be respected in the conduction of the cohesion policy. The subnational 

levels as well as private organisations are aware of their roles in the development and 

implementation of the policy at national level and they are therefore trying to influence 

the outcome of the priorities taken by the Swedish Government.  

 

6.2 The implementation of the EU Cohesion Policy in Finland 

6.2.1 Organisational aspects 

The managing authority of the ERDF and the ESF in Finland is the Ministry of 

Employment and the Economy. Even though the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry is 

responsible for the European Agricultural Fund and the European Maritime and 

Fisheries Fund as part of the Common Strategic Framework, the Ministry of 

Employment and the Economy is the coordinator of the programming of the Funds. The 

Ministry of Employment and the Economy is thereby responsible for conducting the 

national guidelines in setting the priorities for the Funds as well as the preparations for 

the activities on national level (Ministry of Employment and the Economy 2013b).    

According to Ms Riikka-Maria Turkia, who is a Senior Officer at the Ministry of 

Employment and the Economy, the start of the current programming period 2007-2013 

was characterised by problems and delays. To prevent this from happening again the 

planning for the future programming period started short after the Fifth cohesion report 

had been presented by the Commission. In order to get ahead with the planning process 

a working group was established. Discussions about the organisation and priorities for 

the future period in Finland took place and the initial idea was to change the 

organisational aspects of the Structural Funds. This was in line with the suggestions that 

the Commission had put forward; the management of the Funds and the organisational 

structure should be simplified and the funding has to be focused on fewer priorities to 

achieve a better impact on the policies involved (Turkia 2013).  

The organisational structure of the future cohesion policy is therefore different from the 

current one. This time there is one ministry responsible for the ERDF and the ESF, the 

Ministry of Employment and the Economy has existed only since 2008. A major 

difference is also that one single document which will serve as the Operational 

Programme for Mainland Finland, combining the two Funds. This is seen as a 

simplification compared to the current period where four ERDF Operational 

Programmes and one ESF Operational Programme have been in place.  

In addition to the Operational Programme for the two Funds, two regional plans are 

conducted for two areas; one for the east and north of Finland, and one for the west and 
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south of Finland. These plans serve as a foundation of the Operational Programmes at 

regional level since they are based on European regulation, national legislation and the 

guidelines for the regional development programmes which have been conducted by the 

Ministry of Employment and the Economy (Ministry of Employment and the Economy 

2013b). 

6.2.2 Investment Priorities 

At the moment Finland is preparing a third draft for the Operational Programme and a 

second draft of the Partnership Agreement. Political decisions on priorities for funding 

are expected to be taken in June 2013. Finland should then have the final government 

approval for the Operational Programme and the Partnership Agreement early autumn, 

with the intention to submit the documents to the Commission as soon as the regulations 

are adopted at EU-level (Ms R-M. Turkia, 2013, pers. comm. 19 April). Even though 

the ERDF and ESF thematic objectives for priority of investment have not officially 

been taken yet, the preparations for them have revolved around some specific 

objectives: 

ERDF 

1. Competitiveness of SMEs 

 Promoting entrepreneurship, in particular by facilitating the economic 

exploitation of new ideas and fostering the creation of new firms; 

 Developing new business models for SMEs, in particular for 

internationalisation. 

2. Production and exploitation of new-found knowledge 

 Enhancing research and innovation infrastructure (R&I) and capacities to 

develop R&I excellence and promoting centres of competence; 

 Stimulation, networking, clusters and open innovation through smart 

specialisation; 

 Protecting the environment and promoting resource efficiency. 

3. Low-carbon economy 

 Promoting the production and distribution of renewable energy sources; 

 Promoting energy efficiency and renewable energy use; 

 Promoting low-carbon strategies for urban areas. 

4. Accessibility (only in Northern and Eastern Finland) 

 Enhancing regional mobility through connecting secondary and tertiary 

nodes to TEN-T infrastructure. 

ESF 

8. Employment and labour mobility 

 Access to employment for job-seekers and inactive people; 

 Equality between men and women and reconciliation between work and 

private life; 

 Adaptation of workers, enterprises and entrepreneurs to change. 

9. Social inclusion and combating poverty 

 Active inclusion. 

10. Education, skills and lifelong learning 
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 Enhancing access to lifelong learning, upgrading the skills and 

competences of the workforces and increasing the labour market 

relevance of education and training systems. 

(Ms R-M. Turkia, 2013, pers. comm. 13 May) 

Due to the overall reduction of the Multiannual Financial Framework 2014-2020 the 

cohesion policy will probably get a smaller share of the budget than during the current 

period. Finland is therefore expecting a reduced amount of funding which means that all 

of the above mentioned objectives probably not will be chosen, but instead, focus will 

be put on fewer objectives with more concise descriptions (Ms R-M. Turkia, 2013, pers. 

comm. 19 April). 

 

6.3 The implementation of the EU Cohesion Policy in Denmark 

6.3.1 Organisational aspects 

The EU cohesion policy in Denmark is managed by the Danish Business Authority, 

before 1 January 2012 the Authority was named the Danish Authority for Enterprise and 

Construction, and is a part of the Ministry of Business and Growth Denmark. As the 

coordinator of the Programming of the Common Strategic Framework, the Danish 

Business Authority is collaborating with the AgriFish Agency under the Ministry of 

Food, Agriculture and Fisheries and are responsible to put forward the national 

priorities for funding (Ms P. von Lillienskjold, 2013, pers. comm. 23 April). 

 

The future EU cohesion policy will be implemented in the same way as the current 

programming period 2007-2013. This is done through two national Operational 

Programmes, one for the ERDF and one for the ESF, which will describe the framework 

for the implementation of EU-funded projects in Denmark. Denmark’s five regions each 

have a Growth Forum, plus one Growth Forum for Bornholm
10

. The Growth Forums 

each consist of five groups of actors; the region, the local authority, knowledge and 

education institutions, the business community, and the labour unions (Lindqvist 2010). 

Through growth strategies that each Forum conducts, it is stated how the 

implementation of the Structural Funds will take place and how much of the funding 

will be allocated to the different prioritised investment areas.   

 

Just like Sweden and Finland, Denmark is in full swing preparing the Partnership 

Agreement. Pernille von Lillienskjold is a Senior Advisor at the Danish Business 

Authority and is involved in the planning and implementation process of the future EU 

cohesion policy in Denmark with special focus on the Partnership Agreement.  

 

Due to the structural reform of the Danish local government that took place in 2007, the 

implementation of the current programming period 2007-2013 looked a lot different 

compared to the previous one ranging from 2000 to 2006. There are no structural 

changes this time but instead, on positive note, there is an increase in knowledge due to 

experience of the people involved in the planning and implementation process (Ms P. 

von Lillienskjold, 2013, pers. comm. 23 April). Furthermore, Ms von Lillienskjold adds 

that the involved actors are more prepared this time and less sceptical towards the 

organisation which makes the planning process easier. Compared to previous periods 

                                                           
10

 Bornholm is normally a part of the Capital Region of Denmark – Hovedstaden. 
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the prerequisites concerning geographical areas as well as the objectives of the policy 

are somewhat the same as in the implementation of the current programming period.  

 

Ms von Lillenskjold also notes that the experiences and similarities with the current 

period make the involvement of the partnership multilateral and versatile in a way that it 

was not before. The many informal meetings that take place with the partnership 

therefore give many useful inputs to the planning process in Denmark.  

6.3.2 Investment priorities 

Main themes for the Danish focus of the future cohesion policy, i.e. what areas the 

Structural Funds will focus its investment on, will be productivity, job creation and 

green solutions. As one of the main goals, and as Ms von Lillenskjold mentions as the 

strategic general reasoning behind the investment priorities of the Danish Structural 

Funds, are for the Funds to contribute to the national and regional growth goals which 

are to achieve economic growth in the regions and create more jobs. 

 

The investment priorities for the future cohesion policy in Denmark are jointly being 

put forward to the Danish Government by the Business Authority and the AgriFish 

Agency. As in the other two Nordic Member States the official political decisions will 

be taken in early summer 2013. However, an indication on the Danish priorities 

indicates that the chosen objectives from the thematic menu will be: 

 

ERDF 
 

1. Strengthening research, technological development and innovation.  

 Promoting business R&I investment, product and service development, 

technology transfer, social innovation and public service applications, 

demand stimulation, networking, clusters and open innovation through 

smart specialisation. 

3. Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs, the agricultural sector, and the 

fisheries and aquaculture sector. 

 Developing and implementing new business models for SMEs in 

particular for internationalisation.  

4. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors. 

 Promoting research, innovation and adoption of low-carbon 

technologies.  

 

ESF 

8. Promoting employment and supporting labour mobility through: 

 Access to employment for job-seekers and inactive people, including 

local employment initiatives and support for labour mobility. 

 Self-employment, entrepreneurship and business creation. 

 

9. Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty through: 

 Active inclusion 

10. Investing in education, skills and life-long learning through: 

 Enhancing access to life-long learning, upgrading the skills and 

competence of the workforce and increasing the labour market relevance 

of education and training systems.  

(Ms P. von Lillienskjold, 2013, pers. comm. 23 April) 
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Since January 2013 the employees at the Business Authority has worked with the 

drafting of the Operational Programmes for the ERDF and the ESF and their part of the 

Partnership Agreement which includes the explanations and reasoning behind the 

investment priorities that should be put in focus in Denmark. Even though Ms von 

Lillenskjold says that the Danish Government has accepted the priorities put forward in 

January, they are still not official since the drafting of the Partnership Agreement and 

the Operational Programmes are still being drafted. 

 

6.4 The coordinating roles of the Nordic national governments 

In order to get and overview of the organisational structure of the planning process and 

implementation of the future cohesion policy a comparison and reflections will be made 

concerning the role of the Nordic national governments.  

As mentioned in section 4.3, the overarching principles and priorities for the cohesion 

policy are set out through consultations between the Commission and the Member 

States. The consultations are the foundation of what later has founded the legislative 

proposals that were presented more in detail in chapter 5. According to Hooghe and 

Marks (2001), the signs of multi-level governance are weakest at this point of the 

planning process where the strategic planning for, and shaping of, the policy takes 

place, which means that the national governments possibly have already played their 

most significant part at this point. However, the significance of the partnership 

principle, evident through the Partnership Agreements, have over the last programming 

periods increased where the Commission has put more and more pressure on the 

national governments to involve subnational authorities and civil society actors to a 

greater extent already in the phase when the agenda is set (Hooghe & Marks 2001). This 

might imply further that the powerful impacts of the national governments have 

weakened at all stages of the planning process, and most probably the influence of 

regional actors increased.  

The legislative package for the future cohesion policy 2014-2020 that was presented in 

2011 is the result of the consultations mentioned above. However, the final decisions on 

these are now waiting to be negotiated between the European Council and the European 

Parliament. Despite this, the planning process for the implementation in the Nordic 

Member States has been on-going since 2010. The responsible ministries have since 

then been consulting various stakeholders from national, regional and local levels in 

order to present a unified view and focus of their countries indicating a multi-level 

process. 

6.4.1 Power structures between different levels 

Despite debates of European integration, mentioned in chapter 3, leading to stronger 

regional levels within the field of regional policies it is inevitable to look past the strong 

role of the national governments in the Nordic countries. The implementation of such a 

grand policy as the EU cohesion policy would probably not at the moment be able to be 

organised and implemented without the help of the Swedish, Finnish and Danish 

ministries and authorities at the national level. In national states with weak regional 

administrative levels the natural coordinator might be no other than the national 

government. Even though the regional levels in the Nordic Member States might have 

gained power in the past decades the administrative structure of the countries are routed 

in strong national states. Therefore, the findings of this thesis probably would have 
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looked different if one had examined Member States with historically strong regional 

authorities, such as the federal state of Germany with its strong regions, the Länder.  

 

However, at the same time as the policy would be hard to implement without the 

coordinating forces of the Nordic national governments, it would probably not be 

possible without the input of the regional levels. A system of multi-level governance, 

with assumed dispersed power from the national level to the European and subnational 

level, demands responsibility from all. Questions regarding who has really set the 

agenda for the future EU cohesion policy is therefore not always that simple to answer. 

According to the different policy-stages during the creation of the EU cohesion policy, 

the Member States play an important role in the negotiation of priorities and principles 

set out in the early phases of the policy development. Since the cohesion policy is built 

upon a partnership principle between the Commission and the Member States the input 

from the Member States has to be adhered. Member States in this sense include both the 

national government and regional authorities. However, to what extent the regional 

levels in the Nordic countries actually participate is in the end dependent on the 

willingness of the national governments to involve them. It is the national governments 

in the Nordic Member States that are in direct contact and have the final saying in the 

negotiation process presenting a ‘common’ set of priorities for their countries. The 

Nordic regions are at the same time able to influence and lobby for their own interests at 

this point both towards their own governments and towards the Commission. However, 

even though the Nordic regional authorities seek contact with EU institutions and/or 

their central governments in the initial phase of designing the overall priorities for the 

EU cohesion policy and national goals, this stage is first and foremost dominated by 

state actors. At the implementation stage of the Structural Funds, on the other hand, the 

regional levels are involved to a greater extent as they are part of shaping their own 

regional investment priorities. However, these regional priorities are based on the 

national priorities for investment, meaning that once again the final saying lies with the 

central governments. Even though the process might seem confusing and might still not 

answer the question who has set the agenda, the purpose is to highlight the intertwined 

process that the policy development and implementation of the cohesion policy actually 

is. As delegated by the Commission, the cohesion policy is and should always be built 

on a partnership between European, national and regional/local levels. At the moment it 

would be unthinkable to imagine any of the Member States totally neglecting this 

partnership principle as the cohesion policy would then be losing one of its most 

important foundations and, if this happened, it would probably not pass unnoticed. 

6.4.2 The organisational aspects and the Partnership Agreements 

In Sweden, Finland and Denmark the responsible ministries for the implementation of 

the ERDF are the driving forces and coordinators of the programming of the Common 

Strategic Framework at national level. In Finland and Sweden the programming takes 

place directly in the ministries and in Denmark, the operational work takes place in the 

Danish Business Authority which is an independent entity under the Ministry of 

Business and Growth (Copus et al. 2013; Pers. comm. 2013).   

 

In Sweden an inter-ministerial coordination group has been appointed the role and 

power to operate and coordinate across the relevant ministries (Copus et al. 2013). In 

the Swedish Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications’ blog one can read 

about dialogue meetings that have taken place between the responsible ministries for the 

Funds included in the Common Strategic Framework together with regional actors and 
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actors from the civil society where opinions and suggestions have been shared and how 

the progress of choosing priorities is proceeding (Lehorst 2013a; 2013b).  

 

In Finland and Denmark, cross-ministerial working groups have been established but 

without a formal coordinator (Copus et al. 2013), this despite the fact that the ministries 

responsible for the ERDF in the two countries are responsible for the EU cohesion 

policy at national level. According to Copus et al. (2013) Finland and Sweden seem to 

have involved regional stakeholders broadly at an earlier stage of the process compared 

to Denmark. This was nothing that was apparent while talking to Ms von Lillienskjold 

at the Danish Business Authority, but instead she emphasised that the communication 

worked well and that multi-lateral communication meetings have taken place. So, 

regardless when the involvement of regional stakeholders began, the involvement is a 

fact in all of the three countries.  

 

When the legislative proposals for the future cohesion policy and regulations regarding 

the Common Strategic Framework were presented in 2011 and 2012 it was expected by 

many EU Member States to use a single Operational Programme for the Structural 

Funds in order to achieve a more integrated approach to strategic planning and 

implementation. This is a suggestion that the Finnish Government with responsible 

ministry has decided to follow. The Swedish Government on the other hand has decided 

to stick to the same organisation as for the current programming period, i.e. using eight 

different Operational Programmes for the ERDF and one for the ESF. Due to this the 

role of the Swedish national government as coordinator might be even stronger than in 

Finland or Denmark as the conduction of the Operational Programmes in Sweden 

actually takes place in the eight different programming areas. At the same time, the way 

in which Sweden is conducting the programming seems to require more work both for 

the regions and the responsible ministry. With the conduction of one Operational 

Programme the ministry could coordinate the work from one place and it would not be 

scattered between the regions. However, one must rely on the competence of the 

involved actors and the choice of keeping it the way things are. Mr Karlsson justifies 

the Swedish choice of organisation of the policy by saying that the possibility of 

consistency is a simplification in itself and therefore no change is needed. Ms von 

Lillienskjold at the Danish Business Authority, in accordance with Mr Karlsson, 

mentions the possibility of consistency and how much easier the process is if the 

involved actors are prepared through experience. Like Sweden, Denmark will as well 

implement the cohesion policy in the same way as in current period. However, no need 

for simplification in the way urged by the Commission was needed as Denmark already 

conduct one Operational Programme for the ERDF and one for the ESF. It is evident 

that ‘one-size fits all’ principle concerning EU cohesion policy is not applicable. 

Despite the fact that the Nordic countries are considered as quite similar in the EU 

context it is evident that what works in one Member State does not necessarily have to 

be right way for another country as the three Member States all have different 

organisational structures during the planning and implementation process.  

 

The preparations of the Partnership Agreements in the Nordic Member States are 

forthcoming and will be submitted to the Commission together with the Operational 

Programmes during the fall 2013. As explained in section 5.1.2, the Partnership 

Agreements are supposed to include what priorities the Member States have decided to 

focus the Funds on and how the work of achieving the goals connected to the Europe 

2020 Strategy will be conducted i.e. how a system of multi-level governance will be 
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applied both during the planning process and after implementation of the Funds. The 

European Parliament (2012, p. 35), highlight that ‘the differences in negotiation and 

decision-making procedures, the weight of EU-funding in cohesion policy, and the 

political-administrative system determine the approach to the development of the 

Partnership Agreements’. Once again the administrative structure and degree of power 

of the Nordic national governments play an important role, as the conduction of the 

Partnership Agreements might be more challenging for Member States with strong 

centralised power. As the responsible ministry in Finland and authority in Denmark are 

conducting both the Partnership Agreement and the Operational Programmes 

simultaneously at national level it both highlights the importance of the role of the 

national governments and gives them more unitary power, even though it is supposed to 

be based on the partnership principle. In Sweden the work of conducting the Partnership 

Agreement at national level and the Operational Programmes at regional level does not 

give the same cohesive approach as in the other two Nordic Member States but it might 

give indications of a higher degree of multi-level governance as the work is conducted 

on different levels instead on only the national level as in Finland and Denmark.  

6.4.3 Investment Priorities 

As stated by the Commission, to ensure that EU investments are concentrated on the 

priorities set out through the Thematic Objectives in order to reach the goals of the 

Europe 2020 Strategy, More developed regions and Transition regions should allocate 

at least 80 % of the ERDF to energy efficiency and renewables, innovation and SME 

support. The focus of investment is much narrower for these type of regions compared 

to areas which are also covered by the Cohesion Fund. Regarding the ESF, investments 

should be allocated among four different priorities; promoting employment and 

supporting labour mobility, promoting social inclusion and combating poverty, 

investing in education, skills and lifelong learning, and enhancing institutional capacity 

and ensuring and efficient public administration. So, how have the Nordic Member 

States prioritised their investments then?  

The Finnish and Danish ministries have been able to give indications of their national 

priorities, the Swedish Government on the other hand has still not decided. This is 

something that makes it even harder for the Swedish regions in their preparation work 

of the Operational Programmes.   

Unfortunately, due to the current stage of uncertainty and lack of official standpoints the 

empirical results did not provide much information regarding the strategic reasoning 

behind the investment priorities, which are still not official. However, while comparing 

the investment priorities that Finland and Denmark most likely will choose, compared 

to those put forward by the Commission Services in the position papers, one see many 

similarities. In the Finnish case the investments are very much in accordance with the 

suggestions and guidelines given by the Commission. However, this was expected as 

the suggestions that the Commission left in their position on the Partnership 

Agreements were very general and covered a majority of the 11 Thematic Objectives. 

Even though Denmark could only hint the areas that will serve as the national priorities 

of investment of the Funds, it showed a strong focus in growth oriented areas focused 

on business, growth, and employment. As in the Finnish case, the information that was 

given by the Danish Business Authority is in accordance with the position of the 

Commission Services.   
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Mr Karlsson, representing the Swedish Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and 

Communications, could not leave any information on the Swedish priorities for funding, 

however, in the ministry’s blog, one can read that discussions regarding the overall 

direction and guidance of focus of the Funds have taken place and that “The focus will 

be applied to the specific conditions of the Swedish regions” (Olofsson 2013). In 

accordance with the Danish priorities for investment Sweden will probably focus on 

business oriented growth. “Guiding principles will focus on few priorities and 

concentrate resources to actions that affect the business conditions and contribute to 

growth and employment” (Olofsson 2013). 

 

6.5 Responses to the legislative package 

The negotiations concerning the legislative package, between the Nordic governments 

and the Commission, have been going on since the fall of 2011 when the proposals were 

first presented. Being a Counsellor for Regional Policy and Structural Funds at the 

Permanent Representation of Sweden to the EU, Anders Lindholm is the Swedish 

Government’s extended arm in Brussels. He has been responsible for the Swedish 

negotiations where he plays an important part in the Swedish Government’s direct 

contact with the EU institutions. During the negotiations it has been important to make 

sure that the Swedish priorities and choices concerning the goals of the cohesion policy 

gain understanding and that the final results end up close to what the government has 

presented (Mr A Lindholm, 2013, pers. comm., 22 April). 

 

The legislative package has been welcomed by all of the three Nordic Member States. 

According to Jussi Yli-Lahti (2013, pers. comm. 26 April), who is a Counsellor for 

Regional Policy at Finland’s Permanent Representation to the EU in Brussels, Finland 

supports the basic structure of the proposal, pointing out thematic concentration towards 

objectives of the EU 2020 Strategy, results orientation and conditionalities. Ms Turkia 

also emphasises the support of greater coherence between the Funds and adds: 

As a net payer Finland is very much for efficient use of the Funds. Therefore, we support 

thematic concentration, macroeconomic conditionalities and performance framework. We are 

not in favour of the performance reserve though. (Ms R-M. Turkia, 2013, pers. comm. 19 

April) 

According to Ms Turkia (2013, pers. comm. 19 April), there has been a lack of focus of 

the Funds during previous periods:  

The good intentions in the beginning to focus the use of funding are never fully realised in the 

end. 

Mr Yli-Lahti agrees that there is a need for focusing investments in order to achieve 

results. Luckily for Finland, the Commission’s legislative proposals present possible 

solutions to this. With the help of the Thematic Objectives and the fund-specific 

priorities the Member States will prioritise and focus on fewer areas in order to get the 

highest return of the Funds. This will, hopefully for Finland, lead to efficient use of the 

Funds. 

 

Ms von Lillienskjold sees the proposed legislation, with the suggested investment 

priorities under the Thematic Objectives, as a possibility for Denmark to have similar 

programmes in the future programming period as in the current one. She also believes 

that the thematic concentration in accordance to the Danish regions is very much growth 
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oriented. In an Aide Mémoire conducted by the Danish Foreign Ministry, supplied by 

Ms von Lillienskjold, there is strong emphasis on simplifying the administration 

concerning the cohesion policy, something that the Commission has highlighted as well. 

One challenge concerning the new objectives might be the goal of social inclusion as a 

part of the Europe 2020 Strategy. As the name might reveal, the Danish regional 

Growth Forums are growth oriented and therefore focus on operations that will lead to 

economic growth in their regions.  

 
The Regional growth forums are not used to work with social inclusion, but with a regional 

growth approach (Ms P. von Lillenskjold, 2013, pers. comm. 23 April). 

In order to achieve goals concerning social inclusion the Growth Forums have therefore 

decided to work with employment, which is both a growth approach and at the same 

time social inclusion (Ms P. von Lillienskjold, 2013, pers. comm. 23 April). 

 

Simplification of the policy and arrangements of the Funds are concerns that the 

Swedish Government has specifically pointed out in need of change for the future 

policy. The proposed Common Strategic Framework is therefore supported by the 

Swedish Government (Mr D Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm. 10 April). Mr Karlsson refers 

to the Swedish budget proposition which was the last time that the Swedish Government 

expressed their official standpoint regarding the future cohesion policy. In the 

proposition the government expresses an overall positive attitude towards the cohesion 

policy 2014-2020 and especially highlight the importance of strengthening the strategic 

orientation and implementation. The Swedish Government further expresses that the 

Structural Fund programmes should be focused on fewer priorities, concentration of 

resources, and a special mention about targeted measures with consideration to the 

sparsely populated areas in the north of Sweden is done (Ministry of Finance 2012).  

 

Ms Turkia would like to see that the regulations for the future cohesion policy allow 

national and regional needs and institutional settings to be taken into account in the 

programming and implementation of the policy in the Member States. As brought up in 

section 6.4.2, the European Parliament believes that the differences in the institutional 

settings in the Member States play an important role in the execution and conduction of 

the Partnership Agreement. As mentioned in section 3.1.2, Hooghe (1996) and 

Dosenrode and Halkier (2004) emphasise the importance of the territory, in the form of 

different Member States, as an important factor to be taken into consideration while for 

example preparing the legal framework for a new programming period. Regional 

policies at national level are implemented within the same national frameworks which 

facilitates the process. These national frameworks however differ between the Member 

States and can be quite diverse in their settings between countries which make it harder 

to organise the cohesion policy. 

 

Overall the Nordic Member States’ responses to the legislative package are positive.  

This should be considered as successful as the legislative package is supposed to be a 

summary of the consultations that have taken place between Member States and the 

Commission in preparation for the future programming period which is built on 

experiences and results from the current period. However, as the EU consists of 27 

Member States it is a hard task for the Commission to take each and every opinion into 

account while trying to create the future legislation package. Problems concerning the 

size of, and the diversity within, the Union are discussed further in section 6.7.2. 
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6.6 Lessons learnt and differences from previous periods 

Mr Karlsson was involved in the preparations for the current programming period 2007-

2013, however not at the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communications. The 

largest difference from the current planning process and the one that took place seven 

years ago is according to him the changed role of the European Parliament. The Treaty 

of Lisbon, which entered into force 1 December 2009, changed the co-decision 

procedure and gave the European Council and the European Parliament equally shared 

decision-making power regarding the legislative proposals for the cohesion policy (EC 

2007).  

The negotiations are over, between the Commission and the Member States […] now it is in 

the phase called trialogue. We negotiate about the same regulatory framework twice one can 

say. First we have to agree with the Commission. And then we have to agree with the 

Commission and the Parliament (Mr D. Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm. 10 April). 

As a consequence of the changes in the decision-making procedure the negotiations are 

still not final, leaving the Member States with many assumptions and insecurity. Mr 

Karlsson says that the fact that the Parliament during this planning process is a decision-

making institution is slowing things down. However, the work has to proceed in the 

Member States with the drafting of the Partnership Agreement and the Operational 

Programmes.  
 

We can do a lot of work without having everything in place but there might be some 

necessary adjustments along the way and it puts a lot of pressure on us who write the 

programmes. We have to be flexible. (Mr D. Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm. 10 April) 

 

Ms Turkia participated in the preparations of the current period at the later stages. As 

mentioned in section 6.4.1, one of the largest differences between the two planning 

processes is the Finnish organisation of the cohesion policy at national level. In addition 

to this there will also be a difference in the structure of the Operational Programmes due 

to the emphasis of result orientation in the legislative proposals.  

Mr Yli-Lahti (2013, pers. comm. 26 April) who has worked with the cohesion policy 

since 1995 says that entering a new programming period is always challenging due to 

new goals and arrangements in the policy implementation: 

Programming periods are always different, even if the main features remain. Now the 

challenges are the close linkage with the EU2020, result orientation and different 

conditionalities. 

Mr Lindholm at the Swedish representation also highlights the content of the future 

policy as a major difference from last time:  

 
There is an increased focus on growth oriented measures and on measurable results. The 

Structural Funds are also closer linked to the economic situation of the Member States. 
 

Something that Mr Lindholm views as positive as the policy has to be adapted to current 

changes. As the economic has left no country unaffected the situation is more severe in 

certain European regions. The importance for the cohesion policy to target these certain 

needs are therefore crucial. The economic situation has even changed since 2010-2011 

when the legislative proposals were conducted, something that have to be taken into 

consideration in the negotiation process that is going on at the moment. The growth 
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oriented measures of the policy is in line with overall regional policies in Europe. This 

will be further discussed in chapter 7. 

 

The largest difference in the Danish planning and implementation of the future cohesion 

policy is that the organisational and administrative structure this time is established. The 

large reform of the Danish local governments that took place at the start of the current 

programming period 2007-2013 put a lot of stress on the implementation process, not 

only to make sure that the cohesion policy with its objectives was correctly 

implemented, but also getting to know and learn how the reform would work in practice 

with the formation of the regional Growth Forums. As mentioned above, the structure 

and organisation this time is pretty much the same as in 2007 and therefore the 

knowledge and experiences of the people involved is very helpful. This is something 

that according to Ms von Lillienskjold has facilitated the planning process so far and 

will make the implementation easier this time.  
 

6.7 Major challenges 

With such a large policy as the EU cohesion policy it might almost be inevitable not 

to encounter challenges during the planning and implementation process in the 

Nordic Member States. However, there are some challenges that are more distinct 

than others.  

6.7.1 The absence of decisions 

One major challenge concerning the planning process, and eventually implementation 

of the future cohesion policy, is the lack of final decisions regarding the national and 

regional priorities for investment, the legislative framework, and the Multiannual 

Financial Framework, in place. The absence of decisions concerning the legislation for 

the cohesion policy means that details cannot be written into the documents that are 

being drafted in the Member States at the moment. However, Mr Karlsson assumes no 

major changes that would potentially make the work so far meaningless. The 

uncertainties concerning the Multiannual Financial Framework affect the budget 

allocation for the cohesion policy and therefore no detailed work can be done 

concerning numbers either. As the proposed Multiannual Financial Framework was 

reduced during the last negotiations with the European Council the cohesion policy face 

the risk of reduction in the total share of the budget. Despite this, the drafting of the 

programmes in the Member States has to proceed:  

 
Everything is not in place. As I mentioned, it puts a lot of demand on us. If I could choose I 

would have liked to see more pieces in place. But, the world does not look that way and we 

cannot waste energy on that but instead try to adapt to the situation and work with the 

conditions we have (Mr D. Karlsson, 2013, pers. comm., 10 April). 

 

If there will be less money than before we have to cut some of the suggested investments 

areas. Now we will present how much in percentage will be allocated for each prioritized area. 

This is possible without knowing the exact numbers (Ms P. von Lillienskjold, 2013, pers. 

comm. 23 April). 

 

As seen in the quotes above, solutions for the absence of final decisions can be found 

during the planning process. However, the respondents in the Nordic Member States all 

agree that it would have been easier if all decisions were taken and everything was in 

place. The final versions of the Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes 

cannot be done until the fall since the regulations conducted at EU-level is an important 
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foundation for their content. A challenge for the policy itself is that there are many 

actors at different levels and at different stages of the policy process that have to 

commit and stick to their obligations in order for the process to run smooth and stay on 

schedule.  

 

Despite the fact that the Swedish Government has not yet decided the national priorities 

and guidelines that will function as investment areas for the Structural Funds, 

responsible actors in each of the eight programming areas have been asked to start the 

work with the Operational Programmes. Stefan Larsson, Head of Unit at the Swedish 

Agency for Economic and Regional Growth programming office in Malmö, Sweden, 

worked with the coordination of the Operational Programme for Skåne-Blekinge during 

the implementation of the current period 2007-2013, and says that the directives and 

guidelines from the Swedish Government at that time were already in place when the 

mission was delegated to the regions. 

 
When the request [of writing the Operational Programmes] came, the directives from the 

government were already in place and the EU regulations were at a more advanced stage in the 

process. At this moment a lot is unclear. No precise directives have yet been given from the 

government about the programmes exact content (Mr S. Larsson, 2013, pers. comm. 23 April). 

 

As mentioned in section 6.1.2, the responsible ministry for the cohesion policy in 

Sweden has been conducting meetings with the responsible actors for regional growth 

in the programming areas who has the main role in the writing process of the 

Operational Programmes. Since the Operational Programmes are based on the national 

priorities it might seem peculiar that the regions should already start their work when 

they do not even have the framework for the proposed content. Preparing the national 

priorities might be considered as one of the most important tasks for the Swedish 

Government since the Operational Programmes are conducted at regional level and not 

at national level as in the other two Nordic Member States. It is therefore unfortunate 

that the Swedish ministry is the only one that has not been able to provide any 

information about the priorities for funding as the work with the Partnership Agreement 

and the Operational Programmes are conducted simultaneously. It might be the fact that 

the responsible ministry has revealed more information and indications about the 

national priorities to the regions than they have provided in the interviews conducted for 

the purpose of this thesis. This argument is based on the fact that the ministries in 

Finland and Denmark were able to give indications on priorities for funding and due to 

the fact that the Swedish ministry has delegated the work of conducting the Operational 

Programmes to responsible actors in the regions. It would be unfortunate if the 

Operational Programmes were drafted without any indications on the Swedish priorities 

for allocation of the Funds as there would be no foundation for their content. For 

whatever reason, it is the regions conducting the Operational Programmes that suffer the 

consequences of the absence of proper guidelines.   

6.7.2 The extent of the policy 

Another challenge that the EU cohesion policy might entail seems to be the extent of the 

policy, both in consideration to timespan, geographical coverage, and the extent of its 

content. As part of the reformed future cohesion policy 2014-2020, the thematic 

concentration with the investment objectives of the policy leaves the Member States 

with a narrowed focus of the allocation of the Funds in the Common Strategic 

Framework. This in combination with the simplification of streamlining regulations for 

the Funds included in the Common Strategic Framework has been positively received 
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by the Nordic Member States. Despite efforts taken by the Commission in trying to 

simplify and narrowing down broad areas of the policy some challenges and difficulties 

remain. Ms Turkia thinks that working in a partnership with so many different actors is 

very challenging when preparing the Operational Programmes. She therefore calls for a 

clear strategic outline made by high level policy-makers that would guide the 

preparations (Ms R-M. Turkia, 2013, pers. comm. 19 April). In a way what Ms Turkia 

is actually calling for is further vertical integration of the policy regarding its set up.  

Problems with the extent of the policy do not only have to do with the involvement of 

many actors but also the extensive time span that the policy reaches over. Ms Turkia 

believes that in addition to focus of the Funds there should also be flexibility in the 

programmes that will be implemented during the entire programming period since it is 

hard to predict fluctuations in the economy and changes in government policies for such 

a long period (Ms R-M. Turkia, 2013, pers. comm. 19 April). So, at the same time as 

she calls for general focus of the policy and of investments of the Funds she also want 

flexibility in the programmes. These are two contradictive things that might be hard to 

combine as a good balance of focus and flexibility is difficult to find.  

Since the national governments, with responsible ministries, in the Nordic Member 

States are responsible for formulating the investment priorities they are faced with the 

challenge of taking into account various regional needs. Even though the Nordic 

regions, except the east of Finland, are categorised as More developed regions, there can 

be major differences in regional priorities and challenges, especially in an urban-rural 

context.  The sparsely populated regions in the northern parts of Sweden and Finland 

are examples of challenges that pose special investment priorities for the governments. 

 

Mr Larsson (2013, pers. comm. 23 April) at the Swedish Agency for Economic and 

Regional Growth does not only see the domestic regional diversity as a challenge but 

rather refers to the diversity across the EU territory:  

 
27 Member States, and soon even more who are in different stages of economic development 

and governance, including taxes, and trust in the public and civil society creates a regulatory 

framework which is adjusted to the majority according to the average “risk”. This leads to a 

complex regulatory burden with a major focus on examination and questioning of expenses, 

which may be OK. 

 

Continuing with: 
 

Such a large amount of regions and countries and programmes leads to requirements on few 

and simple “measurements” of results. Measurements that are not always adjusted to a country 

or a region’s actual need or focus. 

 

The diversity and challenges of adapting regional and national needs to common EU 

policies have frequently been discussed in combination with policy-making and 

implementation within the EU and in this thesis. As mentioned in section 6.5, Ms 

Turkia calls for the regulations of the future EU cohesion policy to allow national and 

regional needs where the institutional settings are taken into account in the 

implementation of the policy in the Member States. According to Hooghe and Marks 

(2003) multi-level governance is desirable since it leaves room for diversity and 

adjustments, something that seems desirable concerning the statements mentioned 

above. Multi-level governance applied in the right way would therefore be the better 

alternative to strong centralised power of the Nordic national governments in solving 
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problems such as diversity between Member States. However, due to the fact that Ms 

Turkia actually calls for guidelines from high level policy-makers proves that the 

involvement of too many actors with different inputs might not always be that easy to 

cope with in practice, especially not if one is used to the opposite. Calling for further 

guidelines and strategies from higher level policy-makers is instead the opposite of 

applying multi-level governance.  

 

In accordance with the challenges that Mr Larsson see with the EU cohesion policy, 

Hooghe (1996) mentions that the cohesion policy has to accommodate different 

territorial power relations, diverse institutions, practices and authorities across Member 

States. If the diversity across the EU is considered a problem measures then need to be 

taken in order to merge institutional settings, in a way further European integration and 

active Europeanisation might be needed. In order to deal with the challenges of diversity 

across the EU territory, an intensification of multi-level governance could be a solution. 

This would put the Nordic national governments under pressure since they belong to 

those Member States with the strongest centralised power. As Hooghe and Marks 

(2003) argue, centralised governments are not well suited to accommodate diversity. So, 

when it comes to a regional policy with the size of the EU cohesion policy a system of 

multi-level governance should be the ultimate solution in order to be successful and 

reach expected results. In order to deal with heterogeneity between European regions, 

multi-level governance allows decision makers to adjust the scale of governance 

(Hooghe & Marks 2003). Furthermore, with the belief that multi-level governance is 

more adaptive in response to changing preferences and more open to experimentation 

and innovation (Hooghe & Marks 2003), cohesion policy would in a faster and more 

efficient way meet the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy with an established multi-

layered governance system as part of the planning for, and implementation of, the 

policy.  
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7. COHESION POLICY IN THE NORDIC MEMBER STATES – 

Procedural and theoretical reflections 

 

As can be derived from previous chapters the cohesion policy has an effect on the 

Member States in both organisational settings and policy arrangements. The following 

chapter will further investigate how the policy works as a driver for European 

integration within the Nordic Member States and how this in turn affects the national 

governments. In doing so, the research questions posed in section 1.2 will be revisited 

and answered at the end of the chapter.   

7.1 Influences on the Nordic regions 

One outcome of the cohesion policy is Europeanisation of the national regional policies. 

According to Stegmann McCallion (2007) the regional policy in Sweden has been 

decentralised as an effect of Europeanisation and there is an on-going regionalisation 

process within the country. On the other hand European integration on the territorial 

arrangements in Sweden has not had a significant effect, at least not yet. The 

programming areas for the implementation of the Structural Funds do not make up for 

any official regions, but only fulfil the purpose of implementation of the cohesion 

policy. Sweden therefore has no official regions compared to the other two Nordic 

countries. However, as previously mentioned a reform of the Swedish local government 

system has for a long time been up for discussion (Stegmann McCallion 2007; 

Government Offices of Sweden 2009) and in 2015, we might see larger regions, maybe 

even in the forms of the Structural Funds’ programming areas. In Finland and Denmark 

on the other hand the geographical European integration might be derived from the fact 

that both Member States in the last decade have undergone reforms of their local 

governments systems, the most distinct one being the Danish. There seem to be 

different reasons for regionalisation, but it is safe to say that the Nordic countries are 

moving in the same direction as many other Western European countries, towards larger 

and stronger regions which seek to strengthen the role of the regions as actors in 

regional development (Lindqvist 2010). 

 

In the form of the partnership, and taking part in multilateral- and dialogue meetings, 

the Nordic regions have been involved in the development of the future cohesion policy, 

even though the national governments are, as mentioned plenty before, the coordinating 

actors. Due to this the regions are well aware of the importance of being involved and 

influencing at an early stage. The national investment priorities that the national 

governments have to put forward for the Commission are supposed to be based on 

influences of the needs of the entire country, including regional.  

 

Regulations on the application of cohesion policy in the Member States, in particular 

the partnership principle, has led to an involvement of subnational actors in designing 

and implementing programmes within the framework of the Structural Funds beyond 

traditional structures of the Nordic countries (Dosenrode & Halkier 2004). The 

involvement of the regions does not only concern the context of the Structural Funds 

but instead regional partnerships on domestic level in the Nordic Member States are 

something that have established during the last decades. The partnerships involve both 

public and private actors within the regions who are cooperating with the national level 

through an integrated bottom-up approach. The Danish Growth Forums are great 

examples of partnerships. Partnerships are therefore not only apparent within the 
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context of EU cohesion policy but also within the domestic regional policies. As the 

partnership principle, as a foundation for the implementation of the cohesion policy in 

the Member States, seems to be reinforced for each reformed programming period, it is 

of great importance that the Nordic national governments further implement a system of 

multi-level governance in order to integrate its policy-making and implementation into a 

more European one. This would facilitate the implementation process even further. 

 

The cohesion policy is supposed to go in line with EU, national and regional laws and 

regulations. Even though the common EU regional policy is not a replacement of 

domestic regional policies they have undoubtedly affected each other. The regional 

policies in the Nordic countries have historically been dominated by the idea of 

redistributing resources between regions in order to decrease economic and social 

disparities (Halkier 2001; Lindqvist 2010). This was also the original idea of the EU 

regional policy from the beginning when the ERDF was first created. Both domestic 

regional policies and the EU cohesion policy have however changed in the last decades. 

Today focus is put on enabling regional initiatives and encouraging partnerships in the 

regions in order to achieve regional growth. Instead of the national governments 

redistributing financial resources and developing strategies from a top-down approach, 

bottom-up approaches on regions’ own initiatives are encouraged. The regional policies 

in the Nordic Member States are therefore today in line with the goals of the EU 

cohesion policy which might be an evidence of Europeanisation in the Nordic Member 

States. The EU cohesion policy, together with the promotion of regional involvement by 

the European Commission, has therefore contributed to regionalisation in the Nordic 

Member States. 

 

The changes of the Nordic regional policies, as well as the changes in the EU regional 

policy, can of course be put into a larger political context as this might be consequences 

of a move away from classical socialist views towards views of neo-liberalism. 

Whatever the underlying reasons for the changes are there is clear evidence of merging 

policies. However, to discuss the political ideologies in determining how to combat 

regional differences would go beyond the scope of this thesis.  

 

7.2 Dimensions of European integration 

Recalling the different dimensions of European integration summarised by Dühr et al. 

(2010) and Shimmelfennig and Rittberger (2006) in section 3.1.1, we can see how the 

cohesion policy has affected the Nordic Member States in different ways.  

 

Vertical integration has taken place in the sense that multi-level governance and 

cooperation built on partnership principles have been established in the Nordic Member 

States and spread into domestic policy areas other than the cohesion policy. The idea to 

implement the cohesion policy through partnerships is something that has been decided 

at European level and is not a decision taken by the Nordic national governments. 

Setting the agenda for the regional policy at domestic and international level is 

intertwined as they strive for similar goals and affect each other. Despite the differences 

between the legal and institutional organisation of the Member States’ regional policies, 

which in many cases are merging together, the cohesion policy function as an umbrella 

of thoughts and priorities for all domestic regional policies in the EU in order to reach 

regional growth.  
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Horizontal integration is what the cohesion policy is all about. Even though the policy 

is not new per se, as for each new programming period the future period 2014-2020 is 

reformed and it is yet to be fully implemented and integrated in the Nordic Member 

States. However, since the cohesion policy is to be in line with the national regulations, 

steps have already been taken in the integration of the new areas of the reformed policy.  

 

Geographical integration has not taken place in the sense that cohesion policy 

contributes to the enlargement of the Union. However, the policy has a strong focus on 

the territorial aspect and instead of only striving for economic and social cohesion, the 

future cohesion policy also struggles for territorial cohesion. There is a strong 

encouragement for regions to cooperate with other regions both nationally and across 

borders. Moreover, unlike previous programming periods, when the policy was targeted 

only at the regions that were worst off, the future cohesion policy covers the entire EU 

territory. 

 

7.3 The future of the national governments – promising or diminishing? 

European integration is evident in many aspects and dimensions in the Nordic Member 

States.  The question remains though; to what extent will EU continue to integrate and 

affect the domestic institutional and administrative arrangements of the Nordic 

countries?  

 

Despite European integration and the increased influence of regional authorities the role 

of the national governments are still very important, especially, in the role of 

coordinating. As mentioned by Hooghe and Marks (2001) in section 3.1.2, the EU 

struggles with a diversified pattern regarding territorial governance, planning policies 

and variations in subnational mobilisation. An overarching model is still absent. 

Therefore, national governments are the utter most common principle of territorial 

organisation within the EU. The importance of the national level as an actor in the 

planning and implementation of the EU cohesion policy is therefore crucial for the 

Union to uphold a common regional policy. The state ministries and authorities in the 

Nordic Member States still claim a decisive role and even though the subnational levels 

in the countries have been included and recognised in the planning and implementation 

process they have not gained power to a great extent. However in order for the EU 

cohesion policy to get over the struggles of diversity further European integration of 

regional policies would make it easier for the cohesion policy to become even more 

effective in achieving its goals of reaching economic, social and territorial cohesion. As 

the Member States get further integrated more common rules for the policy is possible. 

 

Recalling the conclusions regarding Europeanisation of public administration in Sweden 

and Finland by Laegreid et al. (2002) in section 3.2, the impact is smaller in internal 

organisations within the national governments and shows more effect on external 

networks. In the context of cohesion policy the Europeanisation could refer to the new 

networks and partnerships that are created during the seven year period of the policy 

conduction that are of both interregional and intraregional characters. New forms of 

cooperation between the European regions have increased immensely as an effect of the 

cohesion policy. Furthermore, the cohesion policy has the potential to alter the relation 

between the administrative levels in the Nordic Member States, if it has not already 

done so. The partnership principle puts pressure on national governments to implement 
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the cohesion policy in a partnership between themselves and regional, local and social 

partners in order to respect the principle of multi-level governance.  

 

Despite achieving the goals that are set up for the future cohesion policy 2014-2020 by 

reaching smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, and by successfully contributing to 

financing projects through the Structural Funds, the cohesion policy will hopefully 

bring about further experiences and knowledge through cooperation. Results of 

European integration and Europeanisation of the former rather hierarchical relation 

between the regions and the states could equip the subnational levels with further 

resources in the form of new competences through negotiation and cooperation 

processes related to EU cohesion policy and partnership formations. Moreover, at a time 

characterised by economic crisis and austerity measures conducted by national 

governments one of the most important pillars of the EU, solidarity, is crucial as the EU 

cohesion policy might be entering one of its most challenging programming periods. 

 

Even though European integration is evident, the extent to which the integration will, or 

can go, is debated. On the one hand we see those who probe for further European 

integration, like the President of the European Commission Mr José Manuel Barroso 

who in his speech on the state of the nation in September 2012 called for a “federation 

of nation states” (Barroso 2012). On the other hand national forces are still very strong 

and critiques against the EU are not uncommon, one underlying reason being the 

economic situation in the Eurozone. Many economies in the south of Europe are put 

under a lot of stress and bailouts from Brussels are controversial issues as some believe 

that Brussels is the villain. In a speech in January 2013 Great Britain’s Prime Minister 

David Cameron said that a referendum on the British EU membership will take place if 

he wins the elections in 2015 (Cameron takes gamble 2013). 

 

Where does this place the Nordic national governments, and what future role should 

they take on? On one hand, as the nationalist forces blame the EU for domestic 

downturns, the divisions between Member States are increasing in times of crisis. With 

an unsure future of the cooperation within the EU the national governments in the 

Nordic Member States might not have to adapt to a more European decentralised 

structure. On the other hand, as pro-Europeans calls for further integration, regional 

policies might in the future be more important than national policies in a federal 

Europe? Whatever the future brings with it will have to wait and see.   

 

The reality for the Nordic countries might not be as dramatic as the two extreme 

scenarios mentioned above. The Nordic governments still belong to those being the 

most unitary in the EU, this despite regionalisation and other effects of European 

integration. The national governments will most probably not be replaced as the primary 

instruments of governance by other levels of authority, like the EU institutions or 

regional or even private actors. Instead the system that have started to evolve within the 

Nordic Member States, a system built on cooperation and partnership, will probably get 

even more established as a common way of developing and implementing policies. By 

decentralising power to the regions the national governments in the Nordic Member 

states could develop the Nordic democratic systems even further, as the power in one 

way is shifted even closer to the people. 

 

As this thesis has been an ex-ante analysis of the future cohesion policy 2014-2020 in 

the Nordic Member States it will be interesting to see whether the national governments 
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succeed in fulfilling their plans as intended and what results different EU-funded 

projects will bring about for the regions. 

 

7.4 Research questions revisited 

The aim of this thesis has been to answer the five research questions that were posed in 

section 1.2 of this paper. In order to summarise the findings of the previous chapters the 

questions will be revisited and answered once again. 

 

 What role do the Nordic national governments play in the planning for, and 

implementation of, the future EU cohesion policy in a system characterised 

by European integration and multi-level governance? 

The first research question that was posed in this thesis has been overarching and 

pervading throughout the entire paper. The empirical results and the analysis prove that 

the Nordic national governments play an important role in the planning for, and 

implementation of, the future EU cohesion policy. The national governments, with 

responsible ministries, mainly have a coordinative function of organising the 

implementation of the cohesion policy in the Nordic Member States. Increased 

European integration has challenged the historically strong centralised power in the 

Nordic Member States and has brought about new ways of developing and 

implementing regional policies. Evidence of Europeanisation and regionalisation in the 

area of regional policy is obvious in the Member States. However, historically rooted 

administrative structures still make the Nordic national governments the most powerful 

institution within the framework of cohesion policy even though the regional levels are 

gaining recognition. The partnership principle of the cohesion policy, with an approach 

of multi-level governance, has introduced new ways of developing and implementing 

policies in the Nordic countries, which in a way might have developed the democratic 

systems even further.  

 What is the reasoning behind the choices of investment priorities, 

organisation etc., taken by the Nordic national governments in the planning 

process? 

Due to where in the planning process the Nordic Member States find themselves at the 

moment there is a lack of decisions and information regarding the national priorities that 

the Member States will make regarding the implementation of the future cohesion 

policy in their countries. The choices of priorities for investments are however limited 

depending on the GDP/capita level of the regions.  

The Finnish and Danish ministries have been able to give indications of their national 

priorities which show that the priorities for the Funds will go in line with the national 

regional development goals. After having conducted in-depth analyses, the Commission 

has given their view on the major challenges that the Nordic Member States are facing 

in the coming seven years and how they should prioritise their allocation of the Funds. 

The indications given by Finland and Denmark seem to be in line with those provided 

by the Commission where the Finnish emphasis is put on innovation and SMEs and the 

Danish on economic growth and creation of new jobs. Sweden has not been able to give 

any indications on their national priorities, however, they will probably be in line with 
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the guidelines given by the Commission and similar to those provided by Finland and 

Denmark with focus on economic growth and employment.  

The reasoning behind the organisation of the future cohesion policy in Sweden and 

Denmark seems to be, that one does not have to fix what is not broken. The consistency 

in the implementation process will bring a sense of confidence to the involved actors 

and in this way reach the goals of the policy. Finland on the other hand will implement 

the future policy in a new, possibly simplified, way and will only conduct one 

Operational Programme combining the Funds.   

 What are the Nordic Member States’ responses to the proposed future 

legislation put forward by the European Commission?  

Overall the legislative proposals have been received positively in the Nordic Member 

States. Simplification, thematic concentration, the Common Strategic Framework and 

focus on results have been emphasised as positive changes by the Nordic countries. 

Even though Denmark believes that they will be able to have similar programmes as in 

the current period, due to the Thematic Objectives, they see challenges in achieving 

goals of social inclusion in the context of regional policy. Finland is not in favour of the 

performance reserve proposed by the Commission and would also like to see that the 

regulations for the future cohesion policy allow national and regional needs and 

institutional settings to be taken into account in the programming and implementation of 

the policy in the Member States.  

 What experiences from previous periods are the Nordic countries taking 

into consideration in the planning process and what are the major 

differences from the current programming period 2007-2013? 

As mentioned above, Sweden and Denmark believe that consistency in the 

implementation of the future cohesion policy will bring security in the policy’s 

execution. Denmark will not be faced with any major structural reforms this time 

around as they were during the implementation of the current programming period in 

2007. As the planning process for the implementation of the current cohesion policy 

2007-2013 was dominated by delays in Finland, the ministry this time was determined 

to start the planning process as early as possible to prevent the same mistakes from 

happening again. Another major difference in Finland is of course the organisation of 

the cohesion policy at national level. Despite obvious changes such as new proposed 

regulations and the close linkages to the Europe 2020 Strategy instead of the Lisbon 

Strategy, there are changes in the decision-making procedure where the Parliament now 

have gained power which in turn is delaying the final decisions.   

 What possible challenges do the Nordic Member States see concerning the 

future cohesion policy 2014-2020? 

There are two major strands of challenges that the Nordic Member States see with the 

future cohesion policy. The first one is the absence of decisions that are not yet present 

which aggravates the planning and implementation process in many aspects. The 

absence is both decisions regarding the Nordic Member States’ national priorities for 

the future cohesion policy as well as final decisions on the legislative proposals and the 

Multiannual Financial Framework. The second large strand of challenges is the extent 

of the policy; both the fact that the policy reaches over a seven year period which might 
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be faced with different structural and economic changes and the fact that it includes as 

many as 27, soon to be 28, diverse Member States.  
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8. CONCLUSIONS 

 

At the dawn of entering a new seven year programming period the planning process of 

the future EU cohesion policy 2014-2020 is in full swing. The legislative proposals for 

the reformed programming period that will enter into force 1 January 2014 involves 

some major differences from the current programming period 2007-2013. The strategic 

programming process will be reinforced through the introduction of the Common 

Strategic Framework, the Partnership Agreement and a menu of Thematic Objectives in 

line with the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy; smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth.  

 

The legislative package has been welcomed in the Nordic Member States with 

respective governments. Both Sweden and Denmark are planning to implement the 

future cohesion policy in the same way as the current programming period which means 

that there are no major changes. Both countries highlight the importance of experience 

and consistency and how both factors contribute to the achievement of more successful 

investments of the Structural Funds. Finland on the other hand has decided to 

implement the policy in a different way, in hopes of a simplified process, with one 

responsible ministry for both Funds and one single Operational Programme combining 

the Funds.  

 

The investment priorities that the national governments have to decide on are based on 

the GDP/capita level of the regions. The Finnish and Danish ministries have proposed 

priorities for investment that are in line with suggestions given by the Commission. 

Sweden has not been able to provide any insights in the national priorities, however, 

they are assumed to go in line with the Finnish and Danish. The final political decisions 

about the national priorities will be taken in June 2013 in the three Member States. The 

Partnership Agreements and the Operational Programmes are being conducted 

simultaneously in the three Nordic countries and will hopefully be handed over to the 

Commission in the fall of 2013.  

 

By applying a theoretical and conceptual framework on the empirical material, an 

analysis has been conducted on the national governments role in the context of cohesion 

policy as a driver for European integration. In a system of multi-level governance, and 

with the partnership principle as a basis for the cohesion policy, the historically 

powerful Nordic national governments are being challenged. The planning and 

implementation process of the cohesion policy at national level is characterised by an 

intertwined, multi-layered process that demand responsibility from all. Actors at 

European, national, regional and local levels are together with public and private 

stakeholders involved in the development of the policy and dependent on each other. 

Major threats for a successful future for the EU cohesion policy would be inflexibility 

in administration and resistance to change. If the Nordic Member States stay open to, 

and fully incorporate, the partnership principle of cohesion policy it will bring with it 

innovative working methods and organisational set ups. It may also lead to exchange of 

learning processes through inter- and intraregional cooperation and bring the involved 

actors from different backgrounds and institutional levels closer together. 

 

As the cohesion policy is a strong driver for European integration the effects on the 

national governments are evident. Europeanisation of domestic regional policies has 

lead both to decentralisation and changes in focus of the policies. Furthermore, the 
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policy has also led to vertical, horizontal and geographical integration and has made the 

traditionally weak regional administrative levels in the Nordic Member States play an 

important role in one of the largest policy areas within the EU. Despite this, the national 

governments in the Nordic Member States still play the lead role as they are responsible 

for the organisation and coordination and have to provide the regions with the right 

tools in order to make sure that the targets and goals that are set up are tangible and 

accomplished. This thesis has therefore proven that the role of the Nordic national 

governments in the implementation of the EU cohesion policy is of great importance. 
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