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AEBR Online Forum, 05 June 2020: new borders vs new opportunities – 

(report) 

 

On 5 June AEBR held its first online forum on cross-border cooperation in times 

of the pandemic of Covid-19. Connecting AEBR members and other border 

stakeholders, the forum offered a platform to discuss how the national and EU 

measures impacted the daily life and the cooperation processes during the past 

months.  

 

The forum was held on the platform Zoom and accessed by over 50 attendees, 

while being live-streamed on the AEBR Facebook page, where a total of 28 more 

people followed the events on air.  

 

The online “round-table” was moderated by AEBR’s President Ann-Sofi Backgren. 

In her introductory note, Ms Backgren pointed out the opportunities to steer 

regional development and cross-border cooperation which arise from the current 

situation: “this is the moment to update our work into the future context – 

together we are stronger, this is now our value”, said AEBR’s President. 

 

To follow, AEBR’s General Secretary Martín Guillermo Ramírez introduced the 

eight speakers. Coming from different European regions, they provided insights 

from their regions and discussed the effects of closing borders on their work to 

pursue cross-border cooperation and on the local population.  

 

Rüdiger Kubsch, Secretary General of the Euregio Elbe-Labe, shared his view on 

the situation at the German-Czech border where the unilateral decision to close 

it taken by Czech Republic had very negative consequences on the cross-border 

cooperation between in the regions. As a matter of example, commuters 

employed in the neighbouring country were initially not allowed to cross the 

border to work, which had a big impact on the healthcare system in Saxony.  

He pointed out that, unfortunately, the general attitude of the Czech Government 

was reflected also on the results of an opinion poll that was administered to the 
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citizens, as one third of the Czech population was in favor of the strict (or even 

stricter) border closing. The Euregio Elbe-Labe will work next to improve 

cooperation on the Czech-German border. 

 

Pamela Arthurs, CEO at the East Border Region (Ireland and Northern Ireland) 

provided a clear overview on how the effects of the Covid-19 outbreak have 

overlapped the uncertainties caused by the Brexit process, both in terms of 

border management and with regards to the behavior of the local economic 

actors.  

 

Frédéric Siebenhaar from the EGTC Eurodistrict PAMINA presented the very 

successful strategy of the cross-border entity. Particular attention was reserved 

to the management of the communication flows both in French and German to 

provide up-to date information to the local citizens on a daily basis. The role of 

the EGTC as a facilitator during the crisis turned out to be essential to clarify 

doubts on the measures undertaken by the neighboring countries and to highlight 

the necessity to keep the cooperation and reciprocal trust alive despite the 

additional difficulties.  

 

Eszter Csokasi, Director of Euregio DKMT at the Hungarian-Romanian and 

Serbian borders, described especially how the outcome of a previous Interreg 

project on disaster management helped manage the uncertain situation caused 

by the closure of the borders. A mobile “village” became a useful facility to host 

citizens and commuters waiting for special permits to cross the borders, as 

procedures could take up to 5-6 hours or even more in some cases. By showing 

this example she stressed the fact that more funds should be invested on 

activities and projects focused on crisis management and disaster prevention.  

 

Xosé Lago, Director of the EGTC Galicia-Norte de Portugal, shared some insights 

from one of the most lively section of the Spanish-Portuguese border, which is 

regularly crossed by almost 70% of the total cross-border commuters. However,  

the crossing points that remained open during the crisis, he commented, were 

not enough to support local businesses which rely very much on the cross-border 

workforce. He also introduced the action plan that the EGTC has drafted to 

present it in occasion of its General Assembly at the end of June. The aim is to 

boost the cooperation within its territory through the activation of different 

priority axes, such as the innovation and digitalization in support of cross-border 

enterprises, actions to foster the green-transition and initiatives to strengthen 

unity and solidarity between the EGTC members. The action plan has been 

shared to all the local stakeholders to involve as many actors as possible in a 

comprehensive effort towards a reinforced coordination.  

 

Stuey Hamelink from the Euregio Scheldemond at the Belgian-Dutch border 

remarked the lack of coordination between the national authorities and the 
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border actors concerning  the decision to close the border. However, in the light 

of the new common challenges, this resulted in strengthened relations between 

several Euroregions, as well as between the cross-border task forces operational 

in various sectors and the Border Information Points. This turned to be useful to 

collect and respond to inquiries posed by local citizens from both sides of the 

boundary as well as to open new communication channels with the national 

authorities.  

 

Arola Urdangarín, Director of the Euroregion Nouvelle Aquitaine-Euskadi-Navarra 

(ES/FR), described a situation in which cross-border economic actors were 

particularly affected by the border closing. In a very well integrated economic 

environment in which many enterprises record 90% of their customers coming 

from the other side of the boundary, the financial and economic losses were 

severe. However, the EGTC kept working to keep the cooperation flow alive by 

carrying out most of its ongoing projects online and by adapting its financial tools 

in order to minimize the impact of the pandemic. Furthermore, it acted as an 

open channel of communication to provide help and information to local citizens 

and businesses. Finally, the EGTC administered a survey to actors implementing 

cross-border cooperation projects to collect information on the new obstacles 

posed by the covid-19 outbreak.  

 

The last speaker was Matthias Fink, from Europaregion Tirol-South Tirol-Trentino 

at the border between Austria and Italy. As some of the previous contributors, 

he also pointed out that the sudden decision of national authorities to close the 

borders was taken in a complete lack of coordination with the local and regional 

administrations. This had severe consequences not only from an economic point 

of view but also on the human dimension, as families and friends found 

themselves separated overnight almost without notice.  

 

César Morcillo from Extremadura intervened briefly to illustrate the situation at 

the border between Spain and Portugal in the region of Extremadura. He stressed 

particularly the uncertainty that affects the work of the local authorities in terms 

of joint activities, as these have been postponed and delayed. The local economy 

is also impacted negatively, its consequences will be assessed at a later stage. 

In a brief round of final comment, Mitja Ozbič took word to also shed light to the 

complexities faced by citizens and authorities on the Italian-Slovenian border, 

and Rüdiger Kubsch mentioned the important role of civil society movements at 

the border. 

 

In conclusion of a well participated forum, Ms Backgren pointed also to the 

human and political dimension of the closure of the borders. Border regions 

cannot afford a loss of trust in their neighbours: connections and shared spaces 

are vital for cross-border cooperation, and we must work to safeguard these 

aspects. 


