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EU regions have to face a lot of social, environmental and economic 
challenges. In addition the economic turbulence has been causing a lot of 
changes in the world, affecting the regions of the community, too. This 
study focuses on these challenges and tries to present the EU’s answers 
formulated as a response to these issues. 
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1. REGIONAL POLICY AND THE SITUATION OF REGIONS  
The EC’s regional policy† evolved from the end of the sixties 

concentrates on the reduction of spatial disparities. The Community has 
been developing some means through which it can help the problems of the 
quite new territorial actors, the regions. However this policy could not solve 
each problem, it is not a “magic” tool, but it is able to complete the national 
resources and the national regional policy according to the principle of 
additionality.  

A new territorial division called NUTS helps the EU to compare the 
data of regions on different levels. Studying the Eurostat statistic system, in 
which the data of NUTS II regions are collected, we can observe that there 
are huge differences in the development of these territories. The regions of 
countries from Central and Eastern Europe are usually less developed 
compared to the regions of the old member states joining the EU before 
2004. It is due to several historical issues and to the transition process which 
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the ten new member states from Central and Eastern Europe have to face. 
The table below shows this situation very clear, listing the first twenty and 
the last twenty regions according to their GDP per inhabitant in 2006. These 
are the EU’s latest news published about the development of EU regions. 
 

1. Table: 
Regional GDP per inhabitant in the EU27 in 2006 (in PPS, EU27=100) 
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Inner London (UK) 
Luxembourg (LU) 
Bruxelles-Cap./Bruxelles 
Hfdst. (BE) 
Hamburg (DE) 
Groningen (NL) 
Île de France (FR) 
Oberbayern (DE) 
Wien (AT) 
Stockholm (SE) 
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Darmstadt (DE) 
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Åland (FI) 
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Nord-Est (RO) 
Severozapaden (BG) 
Severen tsentralen (BG) 
Yuzhen tsentralen (BG) 
Sud Vest Oltenia (RO) 
Yugoiztochen (BG) 
Severoiztochen (BG) 
Sud-Muntenia (RO) 
Sud-Est (RO) 
Lubelskie (PL) 
Podkarpackie (PL) 
Nord-Vest (RO) 
Centru (RO) 
Podlaskie (PL) 
Warminsko-Mazurskie (PL) 
Swietokrzyskie (PL) 
Észak-Alföld (HU) 
Észak-Magyarország (HU) 
Opolskie (PL) 
Dél-Alföld (HU) 
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Source: EUROSTAT Newsrelease 23/2009, p. 2. 
 

 There are two regions in the new member states which could get into 
the first twenty territories: Praha in the Czech Republic and Bratislavsky 
Kraj in Slovakia. This can be considered as a huge achievement regarding 
the historical, sociological and economic heritage of these countries. In 
2006 the regions having the lowest GDP per inhabitant data were all in 
Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and Poland. Evidently this situation has roots 
in the past but it has been caused (and sometimes preserved) by the present 
economic, social and environmental milieu. 



LUCRĂRI ŞTIINŢIFICE, SERIA I, VOL. XI (1) 

 
2. SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES 

 Among the social challenges the most urgent problem is the 
demographic one. A huge change has been caused by the decrease in the 
birth rate, better medical services and different economic processes leading 
to aging societies in Europe. The situation is worse in the regions in 
economic decline which are losing a great number of young people and 
qualified workers. These emigrants usually move to developed regions or 
leave the territory of the European Union. These processes will probably 
affect the EU regions over the next half century transforming their age and 
employment structure. 
 By 2020, population growth will probably slow down in the EU, as 
opposed to the processes of the concurrent countries as China, India or the 
United States. In this context we have to mention the fast growing 
population in the Middle East and North Africa, territories in the neighbour 
of our continent. The diverse factors of the above depicted demographic 
challenge (ageing, emigration etc.) affect the regions in different ways. 
According to the vulnerability of the regions, three types of territories can 
be divided:  

1. Regions in a relatively favourable status in a few member 
countries such as: Ireland, Malta and Cyprus; 

2. Regions facing a population decline of more than 10%, situated 
in Central Europe, Eastern Germany, Southern Italy and 
Northern Spain. The ageing of the population of Central and 
Eastern European countries will probably be delayed thanks to 
their younger population and lower life expectancy; 

3. Regions facing a decline over 25%, suffering both from low 
fertility and high out-migration are mainly in Bulgaria, Eastern 
Germany and Poland. 

It is important to emphasise that these demographic processes could 
lead to the increase of regional disparities. People from regions with 
relatively low income levels, high unemployment rates tends to migrate to 
developed territories, mainly city-regions or coastal areas. As a result these 
developed areas will face other challenges such as: the integration of 
immigrants into the labour market of the region, the adaptation of 
infrastructure and the negative environmental effects. 
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 Globalisation, the phenomenon affecting each segment of the world, 
fosters the exchange of technology, know-how, goods, people and services, 
but at the same time has negative effects, too. The global-local paradox 
draws attention to the vulnerability of those regions where the labour 
productivity growth is low, the unemployment rate is high, the education 
and qualification level of population is not satisfactory or does not meet the 
requirements of the labour market. 

 The EU’s surveys and assessments classify the EU regions according 
to their vulnerability to globalisation. In this sense there are four types of 
regions: 

1. Regions in a rather good position are located mainly in the 
North-West of Europe, including Great Britain, Ireland, Sweden 
and Finland. These territories benefit from high level of labour 
productivity and will probably attract other highly qualified and 
educated workforce beside those living there. At the same time 
regions with significant urban poles belong to these types of 
sub-national level territories. 

2. Regions confronting high vulnerability index are situated in the 
Southern (Greece, Italy, Spain, Portugal) and Eastern (Latvia, 
Eastern Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania) parts of the 
community. These territories could suffer from the relatively 
large share of low value added activities and the not adequate 
qualification of workforce.  

3. In Western and Central Europe there are regions (mostly in the 
North Germany) facing problems and expected to perform 
below the EU average.  

4. Naturally there are some territories which will probably achieve 
higher-than-average levels of productivity and employment, 
setting an example for other regions in the quality of education 
as well. These parts of the EU include some regions of 
Germany, Austria and France. 

 There are two very serious problems connected to environmental 
issues: the challenge caused by climate change and need of energy. Climate 
change seems to involve an increase in average annual temperature and 
serious modifications in the rainfall quantities and patterns. It is obvious that 
this phenomenon will lead to the multiple appearances of extreme weather 
events as well as to other unexpected serious social and economic problems. 
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The EU regions will probably face these environmental phenomena in 
different ways. In this context the vulnerability index worked out by the EU 
shows this difference very well combining the physical and economic 
effects. The most affected territories will be mainly the regions in the 
Southern and Eastern part of the EU. Mediterranean countries like Spain, 
Italy, Greece, Cyprus and Malta are very exposed to these changes. But 
Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria will also be affected in various ways, for 
example by river floods, increase in temperature and modification in 
precipitation.  
 Regarding the energy challenge we can state that Europe seems to 
be more and more dependent on imported fossil fuels, while the energy 
prices are increasing. For regions it means that their vulnerability is 
determined by the energy policy of the country and other three factors as: 
security of supply; energy use and efficiency; carbon emission. The regions 
situated in Southern and Eastern parts of the EU appear to be more sensitive 
to this issue, for example: Polish, Italian, Bulgarian regions and so on. 
 

3. PERSPECTIVES 
 Even the short presentation above proves that the situation and the 

future of EU regions show an interesting diversity. There are regions in a 
quite favourable position and regions facing very serious problems. At the 
same time the present global financial and economic crisis has been 
deepening these issues above. The President of the European Commission 
regards the cities and regions as engines for recovery. Regarding the role of 
these territories he stated the followings: “I would therefore urge you, the 
representatives of our regional and local authorities, to focus on ‘high-
return’ measures, such as investigating in energy efficiency and investing in 
industries for the future. (…) And I think that one priority for the post-2010 
period will certainly be to increase the involvement of local and regional 
authorities in policy-making. A recent Eurobarometer survey shows that 
60% of European citizens would like to see regional and local authorities 
have a greater say in the EU decision-making.”* This would mean a shift 
toward real multi-level governance and would help to fulfil the principle of 
subsidiarity. 

                                                
* Barroso 2009. p.4. 
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 There are other two basic expressions connected to the tackling: 
flexibility and networking. The Commission launched an official statement 
concerning the structural funds as an answer to the financial and economic 
crisis. It means that the Commission allows the Member States to use up 
their allocations in more flexible ways as well as the deadline of the projects 
and payments was extended until 30 June 2009.  

 The regional policy of the EC also promotes the co-operation 
between regions which could increase the formulation of a real network of 
the territories. Co-operation and networking means a lot of common 
projects, services and programmes leading to a common thinking and maybe 
to common solution of problems. And there is a new legal instrument in the 
hands of regions: the European Grouping for Territorial Co-operation. 
Facilitating cross-border, transnational and interregional teamwork it allows 
the regions to have legal personality. So we think that there are a lot of 
means by which the regions themselves could handle their problems, 
because being the members of a community they could get a lot of 
additional chances and opportunities. 
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