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The Carpathian Euroregion: 
A case study in cross-border 
governance



 In many cases, to discuss borders is to de-
scribe patterns of governance. What do borders look 
like? How do people cross them? What criteria are 
used to exclude those who wish to cross? Who is re-
sponsible for the costs of borders? There is no “one 
size fits all” policy to border management; internation-
al agreements made to standardize border policies 
nearly always includes caveats and region-specific 
provisions.
 In this field of research, case studies are of-
ten required to gain an appreciation for how border-
ing policies operate. One such study emerges from 
research conducted through the Borders in Globaliza-
tion Program and detailed an example of cross-border 
governance on the edges of Europe: the Carpathian 
Euroregion. Composed of several states along the 
eastern edge of the European Union from Poland to 
Ukraine, the Carpathian Euroregion emerged from the 
political tumult of the post-Soviet era of the 1990s.
 Like much of Eastern Europe, border policy 
in the 21st Century carries the burden of history. The 
legacy of the Soviet Union in Ukraine represented a 
problem for the Ukraine government on two fronts. 
First, the institutional incompetence of the former So-
viet government (typified by ineffectual policy and cor-
ruption) triggered a crisis of legitimacy within Ukraine 
which struggled to establish a trustworthy post-Soviet 
government. Additionally, the decades-long history 
of suspicion and mistrust between Soviet states and 
Western Europe continued after the USSR collapsed, 
resulting in Ukraine becoming something of a “buffer” 
between the EU and Russia, instead of a member of a 
non-EU “ring of friends”. Interstate cooperation under 
both conditions was difficult.
  To facilitate cooperation with the EU, several 
former Soviet states - including Ukraine - established 
the “Carpathian Euroregion” - a supranational entity 
dedicated to improving cross-border relations be-
tween its member states and the EU. The hope was 
that through the creation of this organization, Ukraine 
and others in the region could at last enter Europe’s 

“ring of friends”.
 Today the CE is composed of regional admin-
istrative units from Poland, Ukraine, Slovakia, Hungary, 
and Romania. It was formed in 1993 (with Romania join-
ing in 2000). The CE is an ethnically, religiously, and 
linguistically heterogenous region with a combined 
population in excess of 15 million, making it the largest 
Euroregion in existence. 

THE RESEARCH
 The Carpathian Euroregion agreement was 
built on the assumption that EU integration and part-
nership was a good thing, and that by facilitating 
cross-border cooperation, member regions would in 
effect engage in a kind of “gradual partnership” with 
the EU. This pattern is seen throughout several in-
ternational agreements between Europe and the CE 
member states. The Euroregion also enabled provin-
cial and other regional entities to engage in cross-bor-
der partnerships of their own, leading to a piecemeal 
integration designed to bring member regions’ institu-
tions into harmony with those of the EU.
  Cross-border areas such as these must con-
tend with four principle issues. First, such areas can 
quickly become vehicles through which local elites 
can gain access to EU sources of funding - effec-
tively becoming channels for flows of capital not ear-
marked for regional development. In regions where 
corruption remains endemic, this is a primary area of 
concern. In addition, economic ties in such areas do 
not always develop ‘automatically’ but must instead 
be nurtured, as international and global partnerships 
are often more attractive. Like any garden, time and 
energy must be invested; it is not enough to fund 
such efforts if there is little will to effectively cultivate 
them. Because much of what emerges from regional 
initiatives like the Carpathian Euroregion comes in the 
form of specific, bilateral arrangements, public aware-
ness of the work done by Euroregions can often be 
overlooked or underappreciated by locals within such 
regions. Finally, building democratic trans-boundary 
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institutions remains a challenge, as years of autocratic 
or dictatorial rule have significantly weakened legal, 
political, and regional governance frameworks.
 In the case of Ukraine and the rest of Europe, 
these challenges had the effect of stymying the de-
velopment of wider and deeper economic, political 
and social connections, leaving initiatives such as the 
Eastern Partnership and other integrative efforts un-
able to meet the needs of either Europe or its Eastern 
partners. 

THE POLICY
 Implementation of trans-boundary agree-
ments such as these carry with them certain risks that 
must be weighed against the potential for increased 
partnership and integration among partners, For exam-
ple, in border regions 
between “developed” 
and “developing” re-
gions, the benefits of 
policy integration and 
harmonization come 
with a risk of increased 
smuggling, trafficking 
and other illegal activi-
ties, as trans-boundary 
partnerships might be-
come vehicles for illicit 
trans-border practices. 
Paradoxically, the de-
sire for increased inte-
gration may also require the construction of additional 
border checkpoints including pre-clearance zones 
and quarantines, as well as increased borderland pa-
trols and surveillance. 
 A secondary consideration is that new 
trans-boundary partnerships can also strain traditional 
patterns of trade and exchange - especially if those 
traditional patterns involve states that are hostile to re-
gional partners (e.g. CE members’ relationship w/ EU 
will strain their older relationship with Russia. These 

sorts of partnerships require cost-benefit analyses 
as a matter of course; increased tensions should not 
be a surprise to anyone. As tensions between larger 
economic partners grows, smaller states attempting to 
maintain good relationships with each are forced into 
the challenging position of trying to keep both sides 
happy when they may have contradictory goals. 
 In addition, EU institutions and member-states 
would do well to remember the importance of re-
gional and non-governmental agencies, including lo-
cal and regional communities and services, and the 
broader role played by regional civil societies. While 
state-level actors exert considerable power through-
out their territories, region-specific cultures, traditional 
cross-border patterns of exchange, and even local 
government initiatives all influence the efficacy of 

cross-border policy.
 Finally, there can 
be no cross-border 
governance without 
trust. If key democratic 
institutions within areas 
like the Carpathian Eu-
roregion are eroded 
by corruption or scan-
dal, or if the European 
Union can no longer 
trust in the good faith 
of those it attempts to 
partner with, efforts to 
further social, political, 

and economic integration at the edges of Europe may 
be doomed to fail. It is imperative that actors – at all 
levels of cooperation – trust one another. 

More information and research can be found by visit-
ing the Borders in Globalization website.

Dr. Edwin Hodge is a Post-Doctoral Researcher with the Borders in 
Globalization research program at the University of Victoria. 
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