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Challenges	for	(Re)building	Institutional	Trust 
in Post-Covid European Territorial 

Cooperation	Programmes

Eduardo Medeiros 

Introduction
In my almost 30 years of  academic experience in following the former EU Inter-
reg Community Initiative, latter on (2007) transformed into one of  the main EU 
Cohesion Policy goals (European Territorial Cooperation). I have heard and read, 
countless times, in international events and publications, many stating the impor-
tance of  ‘institutional trust’ to consolidate territorial and, in particular, cross-border 
cooperation institutional processes. Conversely, a few have remembered how fragile, 
erroneous and ephemeral is ‘institutional trust’, since it is often dependent on the in-
dividual leading this process. Here, it is common to see frequent changes in Interreg 
programmes’ leadership and key staff  members, as well as local and regional institu-
tional leadership with often different perspectives on how to establish cross-border 
and transnational cooperation processes. In this context, it goes without saying that 
‘institutional trust’, if  regarded as an essential counterpart of  territorial cooperation, 
adds an extra layer of  complexity to this process, thus requiring an insightful exami-
nation of  its concrete relevance and impacts in boosting or hindering territorial co-
operation in all its forms. This is the challenge we propose to discuss in this chapter, 
which launches the hypothesis that European Territorial Cooperation programmes 
(Interreg) can play a vital role in rebuilding institutional trust in European cross-
border regions, which was greatly affected by the current COVID-19 pandemic.   

How	far	is	institutional	trust	relevant	for 
cross-border cooperation?
In a general sense, for Devon et al. (2015: 87), institutional trust “refers to people’s 
expectations of  how institutions should treat people and what institutions should 
deliver based on the definition of  the objectives and the principles according to 
which institutions are expected to function”. The same authors recognise the chal-
lenges involved in measuring this process, which, in a business context, is under-
stood as a “perception of  the probability that other agents will behave in a way that 
is expected” (Welter et al. 2008: 1). According to these authors “in a cross-border 
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context, trust might be expected to play a particular important role because of  the 
risks inherent in cross border transactions”, whilst assisting individuals in control-
ling “risks and reducing the costs connected with each border crossing” (ibid. 1).

Much contemporary research on institutional trust echoes its legal, pollical, cultur-
al, economic and historical ramifications, supporting the institutional environment 
(Meyer 2021; Welter et al. 2008). It also acknowledges the importance of  systemic 
institutional trust to “influencing the nature of  cross border activities and their de-
velopment potential” (Welter et al. 2008: 8). For Koch (2018: 591), four different 
forms of  trust can be identified in cross-border cooperation relations: (i) rational-
personal decisions; (ii) social-cultural understanding; (iii) general personal interac-
tions and (iv) the historical–institutional environment. This adds to the complexity 
involved in analysing ‘institutional trust’ in cross-border regions. By referring to 
the work of  Scott (2013), Koch highlights the crucial role of  ‘institutional trust’ 
to ensure the continuation of  cooperation activities in border regions, even within 
challenging geopolitical environments, just like in the current covidfencing environ-
ment (Medeiros et al. 2021). This author adds two other complementary advantages 
associated with the presence of  high levels of  cross-border institutional trust: (i) it 
contributes to eliminate the need for complicated institutional measures and pro-
cedures which ensure cross-border interaction, and (ii) it helps to forge a high level 
of  cultural awareness from individuals and entities from both sides of  the border.

The systematic closing of  national borders across Europe, as a result of  the spread 
of  the COVID-19 in early 2020, significantly reduced the levels of  ‘cross-border 
institutional trust’, at least between local and regional authorities and border citizens 
(Golunov & Smirnova 2021; Ikotun et al. 2021; Järv et al. 2021; Radil et al. 2021). 
For Casaglia (2021), the covidfencing process raised fundamental concerns on issues 
of  spatial and social injustice, as well as unnecessary institutional tensions. As in 
many cases, covidfencing was “supported by local and regional administrators (van 
der Velde et al. 2021). Conversely, cross-border entities and commuters brought 
widespread concerns on the covidfencing effects on border regions’ economy and 
engaged in concrete initiatives to reopen the borders and to reinstall previous levels 
of  cross-border institutional trust (Medeiros et al. 2021). 
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Post-covid-19 institutional trust and EU Territorial 
Cooperation Projects 
In the previous section it was possible to conclude that ‘institutional trust’ can be 
regarded as a barrier to cross-border cooperation if  its level is reduced in a cer-
tain cross-border area (see Medeiros 2011), alongside many other obstacles, such as 
accessibility, sociocultural, economic and environmental related barriers (Medeiros 
2018). So, how can post 2020 EU Interreg-A programmes contribute to reduce 
these ‘institutional trust’ barriers in a political mild covidfencing context? One logical 
policy option would be to channel financial support to already existing cross-border 
entities (Lange – Pires 2018), which include Euroregions (Medeiros 2011), Euro-
pean Groupings of  Territorial Cooperation (EGTCs) (Evrard – Engl 2018), border 
cities (Jurado-Almonte et al. 2020; Medeiros 2021). But ultimately, the European 
Commission should, in our view, allocate a specific amount of  Interreg-A funding 
to supporting cross-border planning (Durand – Decoville 2018; Medeiros 2014) as 
a longer-term institutional arrangement to foster cross-border institutional trust. 

In the current (2021-27) EU Cohesion Policy framework, there is indeed a concrete 
objective to facilitate ‘cooperation governance’ (ISO 1: Better Cooperation Gover-
nance) which can be directly linked to the policy goal of  reinforcing ‘institutional 
trust’, following from the activities proposed in Article 14, draft ETC regulation 
(Interact 2020: 6) for the Interreg-A: 

•	 Enhance the institutional capacity of  public authorities, in particular those 
mandated to manage a specific territory, and of  stakeholders;

•	 Enhance efficient public administration by promoting legal and administra-
tive cooperation, and cooperation between citizens, civil society actors and 
institutions, in particular, with a view to resolving legal and other obstacles 
in border regions;

•	 Build up mutual trust, in particular by encouraging people-to people actions.

As stated in an Interact report (2020: 12) “people-to people projects usually refer to 
small projects that bring citizens together – typically, such actions address children, 
culture, language, sports. The main objectives are getting to know each other and 
enhancing trust-building”. Both these small scale (financially speaking) people-to-
people Interreg-A projects, and flagship ones, directly or indirectly supporting cross-
border entities, can contribute to the reduction of  obstacles’ Interreg-A (2021-27) 
policy goal, of  removing 1/5 of  border barriers in EU border regions. Likewise, the 
Interreg-A ‘partnership principle’, which invokes a balanced representation from 
both sides of  the border, together with the ‘actions for the citizens’ goal, which 
supports trust-building as a basis for cooperation in a Europe closer to citizens, can 
contribute to rebuild institutional trust at several territorial levels via the implemen-
tation of  EU Interreg-A programmes. 
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Conclusion
By being, in a multitude of  cases, the main financial source supporting cross-border 
projects in Europe, the Interreg-A programmes have the potential to be a crucial 
and foundational policy vehicle to impel the rebuilding of  cross-border ‘institutional 
trust’ which has been strongly affected by the covidfencing process. In concrete 
terms, these programmes can provide further impetus to European cross-border 
entities which have proved formidable in mitigating initial covidfencing effects that 
provoked unnecessary chaos in European borders, in particular to cross-border 
workers. Secondly, these EU programmes could push steadily into supporting the 
implementation of  cross-border planning processes in all EU internal and external 
borders, as a concrete means to limit future drastic reductions of  ‘institutional trust 
levels’, since these plans would provide a more stable and long-term institutional 
partnership between all involved border actors and areas. Thirdly, the idea put for-
ward by the European Commission to allocate Interreg-A funding to people-to-
people projects has also the potential to reinstall individual and institutional trust in 
a small, yet crucial scale, of  personal border contacts in all ages, via cultural, sports 
and social activities, that could leave a long-lasting imprint in forging cross-border 
trust. But, as in all aspects of  human life and policy implementation, knowledge 
and education will eventually influence the degree of  ‘intuitional trust’ that will be 
forged by the current Interreg-A programme, which is to be tested in the next event 
that will be used to justify the closing of  European borders. Only by then, it would 
be possible to verify the real impact of  the EU Interreg-A programmes to foster 
‘institutional trust’ in European cross-border areas.  
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