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Abstract. The study allowed to determine the level of development of trans-
border co-operation connections, thematic scope and the strength of connec-
tions between the partners in the Polish-German border areas. The analysis 
of actors helped identify institutional settings on both sides of the border 
(levels of co-operation according to the level of territorial unit and similar-
ity between actors in terms of their formal-legal status). The analysis also 
covered the spatial aspect of the existing network of connections. The study 
takes into consideration mutual relationships between the analyzed features. 
The analysis revealed similarities between institutional network of the co-op
erating authors and a relatively limited strength of connections. Moreover, 
the study showed that the type of actors, the strength of connections and the-

matic scope of jointly realized projects were strongly interconnected. 
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INTRODUCTION

In the borderland areas in which new and old EU Member States co-exist, the mo-

ment of accession brought about signifi cant changes in transborder co-operation 

(above all concerning formal legal arrangements). As a result, the previous structures 

of co-operation underwent a major transformation. Therefore, the shaping of con-

nections between actors of co-operation in such border areas became an important 

issue. The date of Poland’s accession to the EU (2004) and the intensity of Polish-

German transborder co-operation makes it a good example for the analysis of this 

phenomenon.
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Research conducted to date in Poland has concentrated mainly on the analysis of 

co-operation determinants and the assessment of realized activities. To a relatively 

short extent they dealt with the issue of effects of this co-operation and relationships 

between its actors, mainly due to diffi culties in accessibility to relevant empirical ma-

terial. Furthermore, despite a great number of studies concerning borderland areas, 

a signifi cant part of them is incomplete in terms of their spatial range (concerning 

areas on one side of the border only, and not the whole borderland area) and the-

matic scope (e.g. concerning only tourism). The shaping of relationships between 

partners seems to be a very signifi cant element of transborder co-operation develop-

ment and in particular in the context of network relationships (Strihan 2008). This 

is as these relationships may defi ne, among other things, thematic scope, durability 

and effectiveness of co-operation as well as character and strength of relationships. 

As a result, it may determine future directions in the development of cross-border 

relationships. Recognition of the above-mentioned regularities should be of sig-

nifi cance in the selection of regional policy instruments oriented towards territorial 

co-operation. This study is an attempt at broadening knowledge in this fi eld based 

on empirical research.

The objective of this paper was to determine the level of development of trans-

border co-operation connections in the Polish-German border area, including:

- the analysis of thematic scope of co-operation,

- identifi cation of institutional settings on both sides of the border (mainly the analy-

sis of actors in terms of similarity between their types),

- the analysis of the strength of connections between the partners,

- the analysis of the spatial aspect of the existing network of connections,

- the analysis of mutual relationships between the analyzed features.

The study comprises a verifi cation of the hypothesis assuming that: 

- the relationships are between actors of the same type,

- the strength depends on the type of actor,

- the strength depends on the similarity of the type of cooperating actors.

The research covered the Polish-German borderland area eligible for support 

under border co-operation programme Interreg III A in the programme period 

2004–2006 (the actual realization period was 2004–2009).

The research uses data from Ministry of Regional Development as well as data 

obtained directly from programme benefi ciaries. The analyzed data concerned Polish 

benefi ciaries of the programmes and their partners on the German side as regards 

type, location and the strength of co-operation. Additionally, the type of project 

(according to intervention category) was considered. Due to the fact that gathering 

the required and complete information turned out to be impossible for all projects 

(there were 300 projects realized within Polish-German Interreg III A programmes), 

the analysis covered 184 projects (which is over 60%). 
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CO-OPERATION DETERMINANTS

The area of Polish-German borderland, due to its multi-aspect character and change-

ability of determinants may be a very good example of borderland co-operation 

development in the process of European integration. This is the result of the follow-

ing phenomena (Ciok 2004; Jańczak 2008):

- rich co-operation history in the post-war period, with periods of intensive co-op-

eration development and its limitations (mainly administrative, caused by political 

considerations), 

- one of the greatest levels of disproportion among EU-Member States in economic 

development between areas on both sides of the border,

- marginal character of both borderland areas in the domestic setting (both in the case 

of Poland and Germany),

- diversity of expectations concerning potential co-operation directions on both sides 

of the border,

- asymmetry in accessibility to funds supporting co-operation development on both 

sides of the border in the period before 2004 (the date of Poland’s accession to the EU),

- signifi cant role of the border as a barrier (Koschatzky 2000), despite Poland’s acces-

sion to the EU (2004) and Poland’s entry into the Schengen zone (2007), mainly due 

to environmental determinants (the river border with lack of bridges),

- an important role of historical factors,

- high level of social and cultural diversity.

The existing determinants make borderland co-operation development at Polish-

German borderland multidimensional. The results of the research conducted so 

far indicate a lack of one, dominant integrating factor which could form the main 

node of connection creation – in cases of other borders such a factor is e.g. tourism 

(Dołzbłasz and Raczyk 2007). 

CHARACTERISTICS OF TRANSBORDER CONNECTIONS

For the purposes of this study, an analysis of transborder co-operation projects was 

performed concerning the projects submitted by Polish entities under Interreg III A 

programme. Thus, the research into co-operation relationships covered Polish actors 

as well as German actors indicated by them. In most cases, Polish actors had only one 

partner on the German side (95%). More than one partner was reported in less than 

4% and lack of partner in 1% of cases. Consideration needs to be made for the fact 

that connection shaping was based on two fundamental procedures:

- searching for a partner for the purpose of project realization under Interreg III A,

- using previous partner relationships for the realization of the project under Interreg III A.

In the fi rst case, the Interreg III A Community Initiative programme generated 

the creation of new transborder connections. From this point of view it could serve as 
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an important instrument of co-operation development at its initial stage. At the same 

time, it was connected with the risk that the end of the project may also mean the end 

of co-operation between actors (above all in the situation when co-operation was 

treated not as the aim, but the means to obtain additional funds from the EU) (Hall 

2008). The weaker the relationship between the partners during project realization, 

the higher the risk was.

 In the latter case, the Interreg programme mainly served the purpose of deepen-

ing already existing co-operation and was one of many incentives to undertake com-

mon activities as well as a potential source of their funding. 

As regards Polish-German border areas, the empirical material gathered did not 

allow to unambiguously determine which of the above-mentioned ways of creating 

connections prevailed. This problem requires separate, extensive research which 

could determine the actual reasons for starting co-operation and the evolution of part-

ners’ behaviour over time (above all concerning increase or decrease in the strength 

of mutual relationships) depending on the changing determinants1. However, regard-

less of the partners’ intentions, the scope of transborder effect of undertakings real-

ized by partners on both sides of the border, which is subject of the analysis described 

in this paper, allows to determine the strength of mutual connections.

A characteristic feature of the analysed population of partners on both sides of 

the Polish-German border was their general similarity in terms of legal/institutional 

structure2 (Figure 1). Important differences concern a signifi cantly greater participa-

tion of non-government organisations and business environment institutions among 

German actors and municipalities among Polish actors. Institutional arrangement 

on the Polish side was characterised by a signifi cantly greater concentration and 

dominance of territorial self-governments. This affects the character of co-operation 

between them.

From the point of view of the subject of the paper, it is important whether the actors 

realizing particular projects were of the same type. The results of the research indi-

cate that similarity, or lack of similarity was changeable and dependent on the type of 

the Polish benefi ciary (Table 1). For example, as regards scientifi c institutions, in over 

70% of cases their German partner was also a scientifi c institution. Apart from them, 

a very high level of similarity of types was characteristic of territorial self-government 

units. However, in the group of cultural institutions, NGOs and schools, German 

partners were diversifi ed. Co-operation with a German partner of the same type usu-

ally was the result of the specifi c character of their activity (e.g. scientifi c institutions, 

national parks) and formal arrangements (e.g. territorial self-government units). 

Lack of similarities between types of actors on both sides of the border may mean 

that many institutions, mainly from the private sector, are searching for their place 

1 Research into this fi eld was undertaken under a separate research project concerning durability of partnerships 
in transborder co-operation (project fi nanced by Ministry of Science and Higher Education, authors: Szmigiel K., 
Dziemianowicz W., Dołzbłasz S.).

2 Topology of actors was based on Polish legal acts. This topology was used during structural funds realization in 
the programme period 2004–2006 in Poland (Dołzbłasz and Raczyk 2010).
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and role in the Polish-German borderland area (thematic scope of activities and co-

operating entities). This means that from the point of view of regional policy, promo-

tion of a particular type of co-operation actors on one side of the border may affect 

the structure of actors’ type on the other. Therefore, it may be a way of extending or 

strengthening the present institutional setting of areas of co-operation. As a result, 

in the situation of lack of similarity between the types of actors on both sides of 

the border, their co-operation may have a spontaneous character, which means that 

in some cases it will be short-lived. This stems from the fact that in such cases, what 

links different units and institutions is mainly the realization of particular, defi ned 

tasks (task approach). However, if the types of actors are similar on both sides of 

the border, the mutual relationships may take the form of more formal connections, 

which are usually more long-lasting. In these cases they are mostly based on similar-

ity of purposes as well as similarity of institutions and therein resulting formal / legal 

co-operation conditions (focus on institutions). In either situation, similarities (lack 

of similarities) between types of actors had signifi cant implications for other aspects 

of co-operation.

For the assessment of the strength of the connection between actors, this study 

uses information concerning partners’ involvement in the realization of particular 

projects. This constituted an important element of the assessment of transborder 

effect of the projects. This allowed to identify fi ve co-operation levels:

- lack of partner on the other side of the border,

- joint preparation of the project,

- joint realization of the project,

- joint preparation and realization of the project,

- joint preparation, realization and fi nancing of the project.
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Figure 1. The actors’ structure in the Polish-German borderland 
within the framework of Interreg III A programmes (%)

Source: Figures 1–4 own study.
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It needs to be stressed, however, that each of the above-mentioned levels was 

internally diversifi ed e.g. sometimes joint preparation consisted in passing infor-

mation concerning the undertaking and its acceptance by the partner, and sometimes 

it was connected with the actual joint preparation and project work. 

The results of the study revealed that the type of Polish benefi ciary was largely 

connected with the strength of transborder effect. Projects realized by schools, busi-

ness environment institutions, NGOs and scientifi c institutions exhibited the highest 

level of transborder effect understood as the strength of transborder connections. 

The lowest level was observed among territorial self-government units.

One of the most surprising conclusions resulting from the observation of rela-

tionships between types of partners on both sides of the border and the quality 

of transborder co-operation is the fact that the lack of similarity between actors 

resulted in noticeable improvement in its quality (Figure 2). This was refl ected 

in a signifi cant share of jointly prepared and realized projects. It seems that 

co-operation between partners of various types translates into an increased trans-

border effect mainly because only strong mutual relationships could lead to such 

co-operation between these partners. Therefore, an important role may be played 

here by a barrier connected with co-operation initiation (greater in the case of lack of 
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Scientifi c 

institutions
 75 25      100

Business 

environment 

institution

  100      100

Cultural 

institutions
33   45 22    100

Municipality 

self-government
3 1 7 4 72 4 9 100

District 

self-government
6  11 11 72 100

Region 

self-government
    67  33  100

The state forests     33  67  100

NGO  8 23 23 8 38  100

National Park        100 100

Education   57    43  100

Table 1. Compatibility of partners in the Polish-German borderland (%)

Source: own study.
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similarity between types of institutions on both sides of the border, smaller – among 

institutions of similar type). Compatibility of types was probably refl ected in a more 

permanent character of mutual relationship and greater probability of formalizing 

it. Therefore, it raised the probability of a discrepancy between the declared and 

the actual co-operation level, which translated into its relatively lower strength. 

From the point of view of the current regional policy and integration processes 

occurring in the border areas it would be good to try to combine the increase in 

effectiveness of the realized co-operation and stability of its structures (includ-

ing institutional ones). In this context, stable and formalized connections between 

partners should form the skeleton facilitating closer co-operation. In other words, 

stable structures should help strengthen and initiate the creation of „spontaneous” 

structures. 

It cannot be ruled out, of course, that the observed relationships concern only 

the initial stage of the shaping of common transborder region and in the future simi-

larity between partners will translate into greater strength of mutual relationships 

than at present. This requires constant monitoring of the processes taking place in 

the border region. 

In the context of the above-presented relationships of similarity between actors, 

the question has arisen whether this similarity plays an important role in different 

types of projects  (Figure 3). Types of projects according to thematic scope were cre-

ated on the basis of classifi cation of structural fund intervention category, used for 

monitoring and evaluation of, among others, Interreg III A programme (see OJ L 

63/21, 3.3.2001). In most types of projects, similarity between actors did not play 

a signifi cant role. An exception to this rule are projects in the fi eld of entrepreneur-

ship support, human resources and environmental protection infrastructure. Soft 

projects are dominated by co-operation between various types of actors. This results 

from the fact that issues of this type may be realized by many institutions. In infra-

structure projects (hard) similarities between actors are greater, which is caused by 
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Figure 2. Similarity between types of actors and strenght of relationships 
in the Polish-German borderland
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stiff institutional arrangements concerning basic infrastructure (e.g. municipalities in 

the scope of the sewage system).

Apart from types of actors the strength of connections in the Polish-German bor-

derland was largely infl uenced by frequency of occurrence of actors. In the analysis, 

the population of Polish actors was divided into two groups: projects of multiple 

actors and projects of one-time actors. The 182 projects on the Polish side were real-

ized by 137 actors (among them 22% of actors with more than one project). There 

were 132 German partners assigned to Polish projects (6% of projects didn’t have 

a German partner, and 19% of German partners took part in more than one project). 

As expected, the projects which were realized by multiple actors had greater transbor-

der effect. This indicates specialization of some actors in transborder co-operation 

projects. They realize more projects, which are also of better quality (the strength 

of their relationship is greater). 

The study revealed that in the borderland area, on the Polish side there are 

observable areas of actors’ concentration in the largest cities and their surround-

ings – Jelenia Góra, Zielona Góra, Gorzów Wielkopolski, Szczecin (Figure 4). 

On the German side, there is no such visible partner concentration. It was also 

observed that in many cases, Polish actors who were located near the border had 

their German partners also near the border. In the case of actors with locations 
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Figure 3. Types of projects according to similarities between types of actors 
in the Polish-German borderland (%)
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further from the border, the distance factor did not play an important role. More-

over, in some cases they had partners outside the support area of Interreg III A. 

Preliminary analysis does not indicate that the distance between actors affects 

the strength of connections between them (it seems that there was no such relation-

ship). Identifi cation of mutual relationships in the network of connection between 

actors requires further, more in-depth analyses with consideration of the types of 

particular actors and thematic scope of their co-operation as it is hard to foresee 

at present how permanent the present network of co-operation is. 

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis revealed similarity between institutional setting of co-operating 

actors and relatively low strength of mutual connections. Although institutional 

setting structure on both sides of the border is similar, the shaping of new connec-

tions between actors is not only conditioned by similarity of their types. In nearly 

40% of pairs, they were created by different types of actors. Thus, the hypothesis that 

the crucial factor of connection shaping is similarity of actors’ types was not con-

fi rmed. It can facilitate initiation of co-operation, but does not determine it.

Polish actors
German actors

NUT S 2
NU T S 3

national border

strength of co-operation

Figure 4. Connections between Polish and German actors within the framework 
of Interreg III A in the Polish–German borderland
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The study confi rmed that the strength of connections varies according to type of 

actor. It needs to be stressed, however, that institutions of “authority” (e.g. territorial 

self-government units) are characterised by a relatively lower strength of connec-

tions (measured by transborder effect of the realized undertakings) with partners on 

the other side of the border. This is probably the result of a high risk of over for-

mality and bureaucracy of jointly realized activities. The strongest connections were 

observed among actors from NGOs group, business environment units and scien-

tifi c institutions. However, they were relatively poorly represented in the benefi ciary 

structure. 

Although similarities between type of actors have largely infl uenced the strength 

of transborder connections, paradoxically it was the lack of similarity (and not 

the similarity between the actors) which caused a relative increase in the quality of 

co-operation. This factor defi ned the character of co-operation (activity-oriented 

vs. institution-oriented). As a result, permanent, formalized connections between 

actors of the same type should form the basis facilitating the establishment of strong-

er relationships, which would have a more individual character (between different 

types of actors). This confi rms the need to increase both the number as well as types 

of actors involved in transborder co-operation. 

Diversity of actors translates into broadening the range of realized activities. 

Different types of actors on both sides of the border usually realized projects from 

outside the co-operation mainstream (e.g. soft projects). Therefore, in the context of 

aiming at multi-thematic co-operation it is necessary to engage the largest possible 

number of diverse actors. This will favour the activation of local communities and 

grass-roots initiatives (community co-operation). At the same time, it will prevent 

limitation of co-operation to only “top-down” activities, which, due to the special 

character of transborder co-operation, may be understood as realized by regional 

and local authorities . 

Taking into account the diversity of actors’ activities, we are witnessing the shap-

ing of a group of benefi ciaries specializing in co-operation, both in terms of their 

number and the quality of realized projects. They may constitute nodes of the con-

nection network, shaping in the area of Polish-German borderland. 

From the point of view of co-operation policy, one of its most important tasks 

should be the shaping of new actors in two basic aspects:

- activity for the diversity of actors as regards their type and thematic scope of activities,

- activating actors in areas in which they were previously poorly involved. 

Excessive thematic, institutional and spatial concentration seems unfavourable 

from the point of view of coherent transborder region shaping. 

The study showed that the type of actor, the strength of connections and thematic 

scope of jointly realized projects were strongly interconnected. This may signifi cantly 

infl uence the direction in which the network of co-operation in the Polish-German 

borderland might evolve in the future.
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