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The European Union and our enlarged Europe whose countries are moving ever closer together are characterised by the history and culture they so often share as well as by national borders. Indeed, these 'scars of history' have created a 'patchwork of historic landscapes' and frequently split regions and populations which really belong together.

We should not forget these 'scars of history', but we should not 'cultivate' them either. For this reason, cross-border cooperation plays an important role in the process of European unification, helping to reduce the disadvantages of such borders, overcome border areas' peripheral national location and improve the population's living conditions. Cross-border cooperation must therefore cover all aspects of cultural, social, and economic life as well as infrastructure.
The prospect of improved living conditions is the driving force behind sustained cooperation in economic, environmental, infrastructure-related social and cultural issues. That cooperation requires a constant process that has to be set in motion again with every newly emerging generation. In this context, knowledge about the entire cross-border region and the geographical, structural, economic, socio-cultural and historical situation is important for an awareness of what people on both sides of the respective border share and what distinguishes them - in terms of culture, society, tradition and their way of life. Knowledge of this kind is the most important precondition for the active involvement of all socio-political groups and citizens. In other words, socio-cultural cooperation is both a prerequisite for and at the same time a means of making headway in the process of European unification.

At the same time, cross-border socio-cultural cooperation helps to mobilise the actual players involved at regional and local level (professional associations, trade unions, public and private companies, regional and local authorities, and so on). In fact these players need to be involved in development on a cross-border basis. All in all, cross-border socio-cultural cooperation enriches the life people share in the social, cultural and economic domains and consequently plays a decisive role in determining their quality of life on both sides of the borders in question. Yet at the same time it also enhances the quality and attractiveness of the cross-border region as a 'production site' and makes it potentially interesting to investors.

Aims and measures

In practice, cross-border cooperation at regional and local level takes place by applying and taking account of European and national framework conditions. What for local inhabitants of a country is often 'European theory' has ramifications for the practical daily lives of the border population, which has to endure the consequences of the national border in question. For in spite of the European internal market, Europe's problems are piling up at its borders, like in a 'burning glass'. These problems include different administrative structures, legal systems, social legislation and services, which often result in ill-fated investments in infrastructure, services and the social sector.

Consequently, there is an urgent need for the establishment of cross-border networks and a joint strategy (including in the socio-cultural domain) at regional/local level, so that these problems can be tackled systematically (bilaterally or trilaterally) and resolved by working in partnership with the respective national authorities. Border and cross-border regions are the dynamo of such cooperation, since they have a vested interest in achieving practical results - on behalf of the people who live there.
Successful cross-border cooperation focuses on human beings, yet is at the same time dependent on them. It needs people at the regional and/or local levels to eliminate barriers and divisive factors, and at the same time people at national level to play along, in spite of different or preventive structures, competencies or regulations on both sides of the border.

Just like transport infrastructure, the socio-cultural infrastructure is a prerequisite for enabling cross-border cooperation between different localities, and ensuring that it is and remains successful. Cross-border socio-cultural cooperation means more than sport, music or the theatre. It also includes the participation of all the economic and social partners on both sides of the border in all issues to do with cross-border cooperation and the mobilisation of the knowledge and wealth of culture on both sides of the border. 

Cross-border socio-cultural cooperation lays vital foundations for sustainable economic cooperation. Socio-cultural cooperation establishes a platform for better knowledge about potential markets, export opportunities and marketing resources, openings for cooperation, relations with manufacturers and suppliers, research and innovation, and so on. Socio-cultural cooperation facilitates and secures access to resources, companies, corporate activities and information on the other side of the border. There is also a direct connection between cultural life (public cultural and socio-cultural institutions such as theatres, museums, centres of the arts, historic buildings, and landscapes) and the cultural economy (music, art, literature, film and television, architecture, monument conservation and tourism).
The human face of European politics comes through best where the will to cooperate is considered vital and put into practice: in Europe's border and cross-border regions. As European integration continues apace, borders are gaining fresh significance, changing from dividing lines into areas for a meeting of peoples. Cross-border regions fulfil important bridging functions between neighbouring countries and offer a promising opportunity for development thanks to their close ties with their inhabitants.

Socio-cultural cooperation substantially contributes towards social integration, especially if it enjoys a correspondingly high status in the field of cooperation in terms of its content, as well as financially. Cross-border cooperation also promotes understanding of the ethnic and national minorities as well as highlighting the need to find solutions to this problem. So, it plays an important role in encouraging tolerance and understanding between neighbours. Cultural cooperation is an essential precondition for any confidence-building measures. By getting to know one another, you come to understand your neighbour (why and how he is different from you); these mutual understanding blossoms into an appreciation of that neighbour, which in turn develops into trust. Trust remains the basis of any cross-border cooperation, irrespective of whether it occurs in the public or private sector. Cross-border cooperation does not only mean harmonious co-existence, but also cooperation in spite of rivalry, competition and differences.
If cooperation is to become self-evident in spite of rivalries, the respective socio-cultural preconditions have to be met, namely: 

· Recognition rather than ignorance; 

· Understanding rather than rejection; 

· Trust rather than resentment.

Cross-border cooperation - a European issue and a policy objective for the EU

Also in the future all European border regions should have political priority and cross-border cooperation should remain a prior European objective implemented at regional/local level that must be supported beyond 2013:

· Borders are the scars of history. We must not forget these scars, but we should not cultivate them when taking decisions that will decide the future of Europe.
· In the European Single Market borders should not be lines dividing people but places where people come together (Amsterdam Treaty).

· In the “Treaty of Lisbon” border areas are explicitly listed as areas that are eligible to special assistance.

· Cross-border cooperation creates evident added values (European, political, institutional and socio-cultural) and contributes significantly to European integration and territorial cohesion. 

· For that reason cross-border cooperation is indispensable as the “cement of the European House”.

· The European unification process is experienced primarily by citizens in border areas. This is true both for the advantages (e.g. free movement of persons, services, goods and capital) and for the disadvantages (resulting from different structures, competences, tax and social laws that will further on hinder the cooperation and mobility in the upcoming decades).

· The diversity of Europe is regarded as an asset. It is an asset that should be cultivated and promoted. This diversity is reflected in the social and cultural life of all states and regions of Europe. Over the centuries, these various cultures and social systems have led to the formation of certain administrative structures and powers, fiscal and social legislation, and many other different areas of political activity (e.g. spatial planning, economic support, media landscapes, etc.).

· Our citizens have grown up in these different social and cultural environments. They will not always wish to sacrifice aspects of their everyday lives for the cause of European harmonisation, particularly where this would result in the loss of Europe’s diversity.

· Despite the reduction of barriers along the EU’s internal and external borders, these different social and cultural environments (including the various administrative structures and systems) will continue to exist for many decades to come and will encounter each other at borders.

· No state in Europe – inside or outside the EU – will alter its tried and trusted structures, competencies and powers on account of the problems that arise in border regions. Furthermore, no state is able to draft its laws in such a way that they harmonise with all the neighbouring states on its borders.

· The consequences will be felt for a long time: economic, social and legal problems and

obstructions to cooperation affecting the population on either side of each border.

· Bilateral or trilateral cross-border cooperation at regional/local level will therefore remain a necessity over the long term, not just in order to prevent cross-border conflicts and over-come psychological barriers, but, above all, in order to facilitate partnerships that will balance and reconcile these differences, through Euroregions and similar structures. Partner-ships of this kind need to be cultivated within regions, with all the often very different social partners on either side of each border, and externally, with national governments.

· The sovereignty of the state ends at its borders. However, the differences and problems at these borders continue to exist, and require sustainable solutions that should be supported nationally and on European level.
Conclusions
· Cross-border cooperation is a must for the future throughout Europe, and it needs to be handled with energy, but also with care.

· To travel down this road towards a 'Europe without borders' in the 21st century, joint action by the European Union, the Council of Europe, the OSCE, national governments, regions and the local level is every bit as essential as mutual solidarity between border and cross-border regions.
· Cross-border socio-cultural cooperation occurs against the backdrop of an awareness of history and responsibility for the future of a Europe that is moving ever closer together and in which borders and cross-border regions play a decisive role, becoming touchstones for:

· Peaceful coexistence accompanied by respect for diversity and minorities;

· heeding the principles of partnership and subsidiarity;

· active participation in cross-border cooperation by citizens, politicians, various official bodies and social groups, journalists, etc.
· reconciliation, tolerance and equality in spite of any differences between the various partners being involved;

· the weaving together of Europe's social, cultural and economic fabric until cross-border integration is achieved within the framework of existing diversities and national sovereignty;

· a Europe of the regions, where also the citizens living in the border areas can feel at home in their regions and cities.
For that reasons: Cross-border cooperation should remain also in the future a European priority and political objective of the EU.
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