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Abstract 
 

As the title reveals, this essay deals with new and old regionalism. The major difference between 

them lies in the transfer of responsibility; while the regional levels during old regionalism merely 

was representatives of the national authorities, the regions has a more independent role in a 

system with new regionalism. The regions then can be more of a complement to the national level 

and at times also compete with it. Focus for this essay is the new regionalism in Lithuania. Does 

new regionalism exist in the country? If it does, to what extent and in which forms?  

 

I have focused on four different areas which can be seen as the core elements of new regionalism 

in Europe. The conclusion is that all of them can be found in Lithuania in one or another form. 

The first element deals with the development of a regional identity, where Lithuania as a country 

has come a long way from being part of the Soviet Union to create an independent state who 

rather see it self as a part of Europe and the EU. In this context Lithuania can be seen as a 

subregion with its own identity. Element number two consider the capacity of the regions to act 

independently. Euroregions, local/regional transregional projects and other types of cross-border 

cooperation play an important role for this development in Lithuania.  

 

The third element deals with the declining ability of the state to act independently. Since 

Lithuania until just recently was a market economy, its hard to speak of a declining ability in the 

same sense. The end of market economy in Lithuania meant a fast and large privatization, which 

can be taken as a sign of decreasing ability of the state. Lastly, element number four, consider the 

Structural funds of EU, being an instrument for the regions to enter the European political arena. 

Here, the existence of structural funds in Lithuania is of course a sign of new regionalism in this 

meaning. However, since the funds are administrated on the state level, perhaps the regional 

influence could be larger if administrated in a different way.  
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1 Introduction 
 

The notion of regionalism refers both to the social consciousness dominant in the 
community of a region and its opinion creating circles, as well as to its economic, 
cultural and political activity.1  

 

This is the way Chojnicki and Czyz explain what is meant by regionalism. What lies under this 

regional consciousness is a feeling of having something in common in the area; behaviour, goals 

in life or other things that make you feel a connection with the area and the people living there: 

“Regional consciousness is a form of social consciousness expressing a sense of uniqueness of 

one’s own territory and one’s own society.”2 

 

It might be clear that regionalism is a quite complex interpretation that is used in several, very 

different contexts. For example, Söderbaum states that the regionalism existing today includes so 

many different kinds of actors and so many different forms of cooperation that it no longer is 

suitable to say regionalism; rather should the plural form be used, regionalisms.3 

 

What should be noted is that we talk about today’s regionalism; the fact is that many authors and 

researchers distinguish between “old” and “new” regionalism. One of these is Gren, which claims 

that the transition in Europe between the two even can be appointed to a certain year, namely 

1986. This was the year the Single European Act came; the European treaty that significantly 

came to increase the influence of the European Union through the establishment of a common, 

single market.4  

 

Before 1986, regions were seen as merely a subdivision of the national level. To transfer certain 

areas of responsibility to the regional division was a way both to solve regional problems on the 

regional level, and to relive the pressure on national authorities. The old regionalism has its origin 

in the 1960s and 70s. It is the transfer of responsibility; often to a regional level where 

responsible were representatives of the national authority, that differ it from the new regionalism. 
                                                 
1 Chojnicki and Czyz, p. 437 
2Chojnicki and Czyz, p. 438 
3 Söderbaum, p. 1 f 
4 Gren, p. 17 
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The new regionalism has more of a independent role being complementary to the national 

administration and at times also compete with it.5 Mistry has explained the difference between 

old and new regionalism as follows:  

 

[…] from both the political and economic angles, the definition of the new 
regionalism is clear about two things: first, that it is decidedly different from the old 
in encouraging greater porosity of interaction between the region and the rest of the 
world, rather than inhibiting it; and second, that the visible trade-related aspects of 
the new regionalism are much less significant than its other economic (especially 
investment, human capital development and technology transfer) and 
political/security dimensions.6 
 

To summarize, regionalism is a political as well as economical, cultural and social phenomenon 

that can be divided into old and new regionalism. The new regionalism is a far more complex 

process than the old and the actors can be found both in private and public life, on a domestic as 

well as international arena.  

 

In Lithuania, regional independence has been an option only after the beginning of the 1990s, 

during the Soviet time the regions were nothing more than a subdivision of the national (Union) 

level.7 Today the picture has changed and this essay will hopefully give an answer to exactly how 

much. 

 

1.1 Framework and purpose 

According to Gren, European new regionalism has four core elements. These will be the 

framework when analysing regionalism in Lithuania:  

 

• Development of regional identities and consciousness, revealed as regional demands for 

awareness and own responsibility. 

• An increasing capacity of the regions to act independently on the international arena. 

                                                 
5 Gren, p. 17 f 
6 Mistry, p. 124 
7 Medvedev, p. 141 ff 
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• A declining ability of the state to act independently, domestic as well as abroad; caused to 

a great extent by globalisation in world economy.8 

• The Structural Funds of EU as being an instrument for regions to enter the European 

political arena and generating a triangle relationship between the region, the state and the 

EU.9  

 

The purpose of this essay is consequently to see to what extent Lithuania has these four core 

elements of new regionalism. Does a so called new regionalism exist in the country? If so, to 

what extent and in which forms?  

 

1.2 Method and material 

To fulfil my purpose each of the four core elements will be examined separately. Since I have not 

found an all-embracing theory that can be used for all four elements, a number of different 

authors and theories will be used. However, Gren is a basic source and the four core elements are 

the connecting thought in the essay. 

 

Also, the important question of defining what a region is does not have one, clear answer. Each 

core element require an own interpretation of what a region is in that specific case. Therefore, a 

number of different definitions will be mentioned and my ambition is to make it clear each time 

which one I use and why.  

 

The major part of the material used consists of written sources, first of all different reports and 

statistics. However, my time as an exchange student in Lithuania in the academic year of 

2003/2004 will also be a valuable source of information. The educational visits I did then to 

municipal and county managements, social institutions, businesses and farming will be an 

important foundation, mainly for the concluding discussion. 

 

                                                 
8 Gren, p. 20 f 
9 Gren, p. 63 
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1.3 Delimitation 

I will investigate regionalism from a European perspective; instead of the more common global 

approach.10 The most important reason is that I think Lithuania has such a strong European 

concentration in politics as well as in economics and culture, that a global approach would not be 

that relevant. One proof of this is the goals and objectives drawn up by the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. Among ten main areas, three are directly connected to Europe:  

 

1. To establish and act vigorously in the European Union  
2. To strengthen transatlantic security by diplomatic means  
3. To strengthen Lithuania as the centre of regional co-operation  
4. To ensure facilitated transit of citizens of the Russian Federation to and from 

Kaliningrad oblast through the territory of the Republic of Lithuania11  
 
 

While the other goals and objectives mainly covers more general aims of diplomacy, role in 

international organizations and competitiveness of the economy, the four mentioned above are 

the only ones directly connected to a geographic area. Also in economical life is the European 

focus evident. For a number of years almost 50% of all exported goods from Lithuania went to 

countries within EU, and almost as big share of the total import comes from these countries.12 

 

1.4 Criticism of the sources 

It has been extremely hard to find material dealing with regionalism in Lithuania. I have found a 

lot of different material dealing with regionalization but in the case of regionalism there is hardly 

anything. Why? It seems like Lithuania gets jammed between European and Soviet/Russian 

theories of regionalism; the country-specific material about Lithuania is scarce, but about 

Western European countries and about Soviet/Russia there exist a number of different materials. I 

believe the reason is that, for the moment, there is an uncertainty of where the country belongs. 

 

To be among the first in this field is an advantage since you do not have to worry so much about 

doing something someone else already have done, but on the other hand it can also be a source of 

                                                 
10 See for example Hettne (1999) 
11 Internet 1 
12 Internet 2  



 7

hesitation. Is it really possible to put Lithuania in a certain category already; despite the major 

political and economical transformations still in effect? Well, I believe it is; the memberships of 

EU and NATO are two strong evidences that Lithuania now has made a clear choice.  

 

1.5 Disposition  

The next chapter will deal with the important question of how to define a region and the 

differences between old and new regionalism. The perspective is theoretical and rather general; 

the regionalism mentioned does not refer to Lithuania alone. After that comes the empirical part 

of the essay; i.e. the four core elements of new regionalism. They will on the other hand be 

examined from a distinct Lithuanian perspective; each element in a separate chapter. The last 

chapter is dedicated to the central question of this essay, namely to what extent a new regionalism 

exist in Lithuania.  
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2 Regionalisms 
 
Before going into the four core elements of new regionalism, it is necessary to have an 

understanding of the differences between old and new regionalism. However, regionalism is in 

my opinion best understood in the light of the region. For this reason, point of departure is the 

definition of the word “region”.  

 

2.1 What is a region? 

What is actually a region? How does the Lithuanian regional division look like? These questions 

are of great importance; I do not think it is possible to do a relevant analysis of the regionalism 

without first defining the region.  

 

The region is not a new invention; it has existed during most parts of European history, mainly 

within different forms of governments where it principally meant some kind of subdivision. 

These subdivisions were normally based on an area which had a common person answerable to 

the state authority for things like taxes or management of the subdivision. First in the 19th 

century, ‘region’ start having the meaning people refer to today; something that Gren denote as 

“an opposite pole to the central, public level”.13  

 

Rydén distinguish two different ways of how the area around the Baltic Sea can be divided into 

regions when studying it: 

 

The concept of region is used mainly in two ways. Firstly a region may be a part 
of a state, that is a county or perhaps a province. We then refer to an area where 
the inhabitants commute to work and study, and conduct more or less daily trips 
to buy goods or services, and where there is a considerable economic interaction. 
[…] [It] is below state but above city or municipality level. The word region is 
also used to denote an area that consists of several states or parts of states. This [is 
a] concept of inter- or multinational regions […]14 

 

                                                 
13 Gren, p. 10 (own translation) 
14 Rydén,  p. 7 
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In the case of Lithuania, Rydén’s first description is probably applicable to level 2 in the figure 

below, which shows the administrative system of Lithuania. However, since the Lithuanian 

counties are not self-government but subordinate to the state, the question can be raised whether 

an examination on county-basis really is a good solution in this case. Nevertheless, I think the 

counties do play a vital role since they constitute the base for much of the empirical work, for 

example are regional statistics on a county-basis in Lithuania.15 

 
Figure 1: System of Administration in Lithuania16 
 
State Level 
 

Government 

Level 2:  
Higher Administrative Units  
(subordinate to the state administration) 

10 Counties 

Level 1:  
Self-government  
Administrative Units 

44 Rural Local 
Governments 

12 Urban Local 
Governments 

Submunicipal Level:  
Territorial Units  
(subordinate to self-government) 

Neighbourhoods 

 

The definition of Rydén is though only one way to determine different fields of application for 

the region; there exist a number of other characterizations. Söderbaum mentions three types of 

regions; micro-, macro- and meso-regions.  

 

Included in the first, the micro-region, is the historical definition of region. According to 

Söderbaum this is an area between the national and the local level. From the beginning it was a 

division occurring more within a state, however, micro-regions of today can often also be cross-

bordering.17 Jessop is one of those describing micro-regions as being increasingly cross national 

borders. Through this development the micro-region becomes not only a part of the 

regionalization, but also the globalisation.18  

 

                                                 
15 Internet 2 
16 Beksta and Petkevicius, p. 170 
17 Söderbaum, p. 6 
18 Jessop, p. 186 f 
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In international research is however macro-regions dominating while micro-regions mostly can 

be found in domestic or comparative analysis. Macro-regions, or world regions as they also are 

called, include a larger space than the micro-region and can be found between the state level and 

the global system.19 Hettne gives Europe as an example of macro-region. He also explains the 

role of micro- and macro-regions in regionalism: 

 

It seems that they [micro-regions] react more to globalization than to 
regionalization, but in case there are emerging macro-regions there is often a 
crucial link between macro- and micro-processes. When macro-regions are being 
shaped they also provide a political framework legitimizing more independent 
behaviour on the part of sub-national regions. Often these regions coincide with 
so-called ‘historical regions’ formed long ago, but they also constitute new forms 
of cross-country cooperation between sub-national regions, which suddenly found 
themselves in a more advantageous location due to the overall change in the 
political/administrative landscape.20  

 

The last type region is the meso-region, or sub-region as it also is called, which merely is defined 

as being between micro- and macro-regions.21 According to Hettne these regions arise within 

macro-regions that are very large, for example Europe.  It is common interests or problems 

among the involved states that creates a meso-region, the Baltic area is one example of this.22  

 

Another regional division is the EU system for comparing regional statistics, called NUTS.23 The 

NUTS-division has recently undergone major changes, just in time for the latest enlargement. 

From the beginning the division was rather disparate since it was based on each countries 

domestic administrative regions sorted after number of population. When the EU growed in size, 

the system did not work properly to fulfil its purpose to be an instrument for statistical comparing 

between regions within EU.24   

 

Today the division is more of a ‘top-down’ model with three levels where the larger size is 

divided into a number of smaller regions, depending on size. This system is also based on the 
                                                 
19 Söderbaum, p. 6 
20 Hettne (2003), p. 25 f 
21 Söderbaum, p. 6 
22 Hettne (2003), p. 25 
23 NUTS stands for Nomenclature des Unités Territoriales pour la Statistique, or Nomenclature of Territorial Units 
for Statistics.  
24 Internet 4 
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countries administrative division but is more flexible than the former since one level in the new 

NUTS division can include several administrative regions, combined with a maximum and 

minimum number of inhabitants for each level, as can be seen in the figure below.25 Since being 

such a small country Lithuania is one single region at both NUTS I and NUTS II level. This 

division is also the basis for the important Structural Funds of the EU.26  

 

Figure 2: Max. and min. number of population for each NUTS level27 

Level Min. Max. 
NUTS I 3 millions 7 millions 
NUTS II 800 000 3 millions 
NUTS III 150 000 800 000 

 

With the regional discussion in mind it is time to examine new and old regionalism. I will not 

decide for one type of regional division for this, the purpose of the brief examination was merely 

to reveal some of all the different regional divisions that exist. To decide for one kind of division 

can, in my opinion, not be done in a good way; as mentioned before there exist a number of 

different theories of regionalism and naturally this also requires different kinds of regional 

divisions.  

 

2.2 New and Old Regionalism 

Some authors consider an analysis of the new regionalism being incomplete if the new is not put 

in contrast to the old. To be able to identify what is ‘new’ in the new regionalism, you also have 

to have an understanding of what was ‘old’ in the old regionalism.  

 

One of these are Gren and he have found four main factors describing the old regionalism as it 

occurred in Western Europe during the 60, 70 and 80s. The first factor on this list is the 

introduction of an administrative division and the reason was to relive the pressure of the central 

level. It is important to remember that this was a transfer of assignments and did not enclose any 

power for the new units. As a second determinant Gren mentions the emergence of different 

                                                 
25 Gren, p. 11 
26 Nausediene, p. 140 
27 Gren, p. 11 
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kinds of (sub) regional economical policy. In several countries the central level wanted to 

decrease the disparities between different areas, this was done mostly through different kinds of 

support programs. Normally these subventions were state-controlled, in those cases regions had 

any own budget it was often for a specific project or purpose. As a third factor, new cultural 

demands arose. Different kinds of social movements and historical regions (such as Scotland) 

claimed their rights and identity. At last, Gren mentions that the old regionalism did not have any 

elements of supranationality and there were no supranational means for regional policy.28 

 

To examine the old regionalism in Lithuania it is necessary to go back before 1989. Lithuania 

was then part of what was aimed to be one great unity; the Soviet Union. Throughout the Cold 

War, regionalism was set aside by the Soviet communist internationalism. (Sub) regional 

independence was not an option; plan economy and oppression of deviant ideologies made 

autonomy an unachievable goal:29  

                                                                                                                                                                                    

[D]ue to its heterogeneity and innate differences among its constituent parts, 
subjects of transnational regionalism (‘new regionalism’) have not yet emerged. 
[…] Quite the contrary, the Soviet/Russian space has always been and remains a 
conglomerate of various local units with their unresolved interests and identities. 
Artificial unity, imposed on them first by the Russian, later by the Soviet state, 
did little to meet their interests (if this was at all possible), but rather did 
everything to conceal them. Naturally, it is these local units that now emerge as 
the principal subjects of post-Soviet regionalism.30   

 

Today there is a movement of identification and independence for smaller units within the former 

Soviet Union, at cost of the breakdown of the Soviet territory construction. According to 

Medvedev, self-determination of the former Soviet space is depending on finding an own identity 

for the different parts. In this function, the resolution of the Soviet Union is a long run-process 

which undergoes on all levels and in both political, economical and social life.31  

 

                                                 
28 Gren, p. 18 f 
29 Väyrynen, p. 143 
30 Medvedev, p. 141 
31 Medvedev, p. 141 
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In the view of post-Soviet regionalism, the borderline between new and old regionalism is haze. 

However, to differentiate this Hettne can be mentioned, he gives five factors that distinguish the 

new regionalism from the old: 

 

• The old regionalism emerged in a bipolar situation, while the new regionalism is based 

on multipolarism where “the former superpowers are being downgraded to regional 

powers, competing with other emerging regional powers.”32 

• Since old regionalism originates from the (old) superpowers, it is created ‘from above’ as 

Hettne call it. (I guess you also could describe it as a top-down process.) Regionalism of 

today is much more an impulsive activity which can have several different sources. The 

new regionalism is therefore arising ‘from below’ instead. (Or as I would put it; a 

bottom-up process.) 

• When it comes to economic integration the old regionalism was turned inwards and in a 

position of defense towards the world around it. New regionalism is seen as integrated 

with the surrounding world instead of trying to shut it off. 

• While old regionalism was a concentration of activities in specific areas; such as security 

or economical questions, new regionalism is a multidimensional process. Except trade 

and economic integration areas such as environment, social policy and democracy are 

involved in the process. 

• Historically regionalism was a process within sovereign states. The new regionalism is a 

global action where non-governmental actors play a vital role. Also, Hettne points out 

that the new regionalism is more of a new ‘world order’ where the interaction between 

different regions are of great importance; therefore can it not be understood completely 

out of one region.33  

 

The different factors of new regionalism mentioned above can probably be seen as the main 

features of new regionalism. However, as mentioned in the introduction, new regionalism is 

regionalisms rather than one single theory. However, there do exists common factors; as 

Söderbaum point out (in the introduction to a book aiming to gather some of the main theories of 

                                                 
32 Hettne (1999), p. 7 
33 Hettne (1999), p. 7 f 
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new regionalism), the connection between globalism and regionalization is a common focus for 

many of the theories of new regionalism. The many various kinds of connections between 

globalization and regionalization are according to Söderbaum “central to the understanding of the 

contours of the emerging world order”.34  

 

According to Medvedev post-Soviet regionalism is about finding your (territorial) identity. A 

theory that almost necessarily has to be mentioned in this context, is the region-building approach 

by Neumann. He claims that a physical and psychical nation can be  build out of a political 

process. After creation of a common political program, the new nation also get a common 

prehistory and through it place itself as a nation in both space and time:35 

 

This is done by identifying, and thus making relevant to the identity of the human 
collective in question, a host of political ties, cultural similarities, economic 
transactional patterns, and so on. Of course, such a political process will always be 
imposed on a geographical area that is already, in a number of respects, 
heterogeneous. The point made here is simply that these similarities and 
dissimilarities are processed politically by nation builders and that it is these 
political actors who decide which similarities should henceforth be considered 
politically relevant and which should not.36 

 

In his region-building approach, Neumann suggests that the same conditions are applicable on the 

region. “It is a largely neglected fact in the literature that regions are also imagined 

communities”, he says. And the region-builders exist before the region itself arises. They are 

political actors which strive; often within an existing project, for a certain region to form a 

common identity in both space and time, and tries to establish this identity among as the people 

inhabiting the region. The region-builders uplift characteristics such as culture, economy, 

geography and history.37  One important difference between nation- and region-building is that 

regions often appear cross national borders .38 

 

                                                 
34 Söderbaum, p. 3 ff 
35 Neumann (1999), p. 114 f 
36 Neumann (1999), p. 114 f 
37 Neumann (2003), p. 161 
38 Neumann (1999), p. 115 
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In his theory, Neumann explains the existing regional theories as either ‘inside-out’ or ‘outside-

in’. The former type focus on the central part of the region and the common features existing 

there. In a historical perspective these kinds of regions has been build by characteristics such as 

climate or language. The latter group of theories, the ‘outside-in’ theories, are often instead 

concentrated on geopolitical issues, states or other organized and more exogenous factors:39  

 

[W]hereas the inside-out approaches concentrate on the naturalness of cultural 
criteria in delineating a region’s borders, the outside-in approaches discard these in 
favour of natural geopolitical strategic landmarks such as mountain ranges, rivers, 
and bodies of water.40  

 

I believe that the region-building approach by Neumann can play an important role understanding 

new regionalism in Lithuania, which will be examined in the next four chapters. The region-

building approach is much about creating a regional identity, and the formation of both territory 

and identity in Lithuania has undergone major changes (as will be examined later on). I do not 

think these changes had been possible without region-builders of some kind, unveiling the history 

and cohesion needed for creating a strong region.  

 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
39 Neumann (1999), p. 117 ff 
40 Neumann (1999), p. 120 f 
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3 The regional identity 
 

The first element of new regionalism that I will deal with is the regional identity. Gren discuss 

two important parts; regional identity and regional consciousness. The concept of regional 

identity is explained as a comprehensive term for a defined region with a common history, 

culture and language. In Gren’s description of regional consciousness demands for 

political/economical responsibility is an important factor.41 

 

3.1 Lithuanian vs. European 

When looking at identity from a Lithuanian perspective, it is first of all the ethnographical 

division that should be mentioned. There are four ethnographical regions in Lithuania42, which 

differ in fields such as culture, economy, dialect and identity. They have once been political and 

economical regions, but today they are not part of the administrative division.43  

 

The largest of them is called Aukstaitija and lies in the central and eastern part of Lithuania. The 

area includes the fertile soil of the central plain as well as the more broken ground in eastern 

Lithuania. The latter part has a common ethno-cultural history with the western part of today’s 

Byelorussia.44  

 

In western Lithuania lies Zemaitija. This area was once a geographical division representing the 

lowland on the west side of the Neris river. The very western part of Zemaitija region consists of 

Klaipeda and its coastal area. This part is rather different from the rest of Zemaitija since it once 

belonged to what was called Lithuania Minor.45 During Lithuania’s last independence; between 

the World Wars, the area belonged to East Prussia.46 

 

                                                 
41 Gren, p. 83 ff 
42 See appendix 2 
43 Cepaitiene and Zitkus, p. 111 
44 Kudirka, p. 11 ff 
45 Kudirka, p. 11 ff 
46 Lieven, p. 60 ff 
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Dzukija region is located in the south-eastern part of Lithuania, in the area around Nemunas river. 

It got its name from the special phonetics in the regional dialect. Just like some parts of 

Aukstaitija, Dzukija have once been a part of a larger ethnical area including the adjacent 

Byelorussian territories. Also today Lithuanian is spoken by many in the close by districts of 

Gerveciai and Pelesa, areas today belonging to Byelorussia.47 

 

Lastly there is Suvalkija region, which is positioned in the north of Lithuania, down to south of 

the Nemunas river. As an ethnical region this is the youngest of the four. Its name originates from 

the town of Suvalkai which today belongs to Poland together with two former districts of 

Suvalkija region; Punskas and Seinai. Even though belonging to Poland, the majority of the 

inhabitants are ethnical Lithuanians.48  

 

Today is however the question of a Lithuanian versus a European identity more on the agenda 

than the ethnical regions. In this perspective it is natural to see Lithuania as one region; a region 

that struggle between the aspirations of becoming a part of Western Europe and to maintain its 

own culture and identity. In 1992; i.e. just a short time after the independence, Donskis described 

this conflict: 

 

[D]o our historical fate and the road of civilisation have to be connected with the 
foremost region of the world’s history, i.e. the West and its civilisation, or do we 
have our own unique historic fate and road, that will help us to avoid all the obvious 
drawbacks of the Western world […]49 

 

Even if this is a rather extreme way to see it, it shows the dilemma Lithuania stands in front of. It 

is not hard to understand the anxiety for loosing their cultural and historical identity when 

looking back at the history of Lithuania; the country has been fighting for its territory for 

centuries and the nations claiming it has come and gone. 50 

 

On the other hand there is the desire to be a part of Western Europe. In the beginning of this 

essay I described this through today’s foreign politics of Lithuania, which clearly shows where 
                                                 
47 Kudirka, p. 11 ff 
48 Kudirka, p. 11 ff 
49 Donskis, p. 109 
50 See for example Lieven for an historical background 
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Lithuania has turned towards. Pavlovaite describes that in Lithuania is the discussions of 

European integration a discussion of Lithuania’s “return to its natural place of belonging from 

which it was removed by the Soviet Empire”.  Lithuania is in both culture, ideals and identity part 

of ‘Europe’ and has in the debate been seen as a basic part of the civilisation of Europe.51 But this 

is then in conflict with the Lithuanian identity. Pavlovaite summarizes this: 

 

In short, the Lithuanian conception of the nation is primarily an ethnic community 
of common culture, language and history and the main function of the state is to 
protect this construction of Lithuanian national identity.52 

 

The conflict of the Lithuanian identity is not only a question of a Lithuanian versus European 

identity; it is also a question of a common Baltic identity. Miniotaite describes that all three 

Baltic states strives to become a part of the European identity, but at the same time they stress the 

differences between their countries. To be ‘Baltic’ is in many ways associated with Russia and 

the Soviet times. In their quest for an own, national identity; ‘Baltic’ is a reminder of 50 years of 

being judged alike. In this sense, their emphasis on historical and geopolitical differences is 

rather understandable.53  

 

But the history of Baltic cohesion is not only a story of rivalry and competition. As Neumann 

points out: 

 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania refuse to put all their region-building eggs in one 
basket. Although these three states set up a Baltic Council in the 1930s, their 
efforts to build an image of a three-state Baltic region only date back to the 
second half of the 1980s. […] The Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian attempt at 
projecting an image of a ‘Baltic region’ onto ‘the West’ in the last few years of 
the Cold War was, however, instantly effective, and makes for a nice illustration 
of the potential rewards of even the most superficial exercises in region-building. 
Equally instructively, region-building between the three has come to a standstill 
after the resuscitation of statehood.54 

 

                                                 
51 Pavlovaite, p. 244 
52 Pavlovaite, p. 242 
53 Miniotaite, p. 212 f 
54 Neumann (2003), p. 174 
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As Neumann emphasize here, were thus the region-building instead more of a national focus only 

after the three countries became independent again. In the beginning of the 1990s the picture was 

a bit different; the three countries were united in the same struggle i.e. the withdrawal of Russian 

troops. In spite of developing cooperation the competition between the countries has increased 

since then. This competition mainly exists in the economic and political life, strongly attached to 

nation-state building and the aims attached to NATO and EU.55  

 

                                                 
55 Miniotaite, p. 211 
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4 The role of the region 
 
This chapter will deal with regionalism from a (sub) regional perspective. As part of the new 

regionalism, regional actors participate on the global arena and the region becomes an 

economical actor, a lobbyist and a network actor.  

 

4.1 Regions on the European arena 

During the Soviet time, the three Baltic countries together with Kaliningrad oblast were divided 

into 98 so-called ‘rayons’. This part of the Soviet Union was seen as a role model in the rest of 

the union, mainly because the urbanisation in the rayon centres were greater here than in the rest 

of the union. The division did not build upon any particular action programme or aims for 

regional development,56 even if some parts of what today is called regional policy existed, mainly 

agricultural policy and tools for more balanced allocation of municipal budgets.57   

 
 
After regaining independence a discussion started in Lithuania about the division of the country. 

High voices said that the one then in force was defective, and in 1994 was the conclusive 

decision taken to change the regional system. Today Lithuania is divided into 10 counties and 56 

municipalities (see figure 1 and appendix 1).58 The actions of the counties (apskritys) are 

authorized and financed by the state government. Below this level you find the Lithuanian 

municipalities, which are divided into rural and urban units, although they have similar expertise. 

Below municipality-level there are about 500 so-called neighbourhoods. These do not have the 

rank of administrative territories anymore, but before the change in 1994 they had the rights of 

local governments.59 The Lithuanian municipalities are self-government, but to what level? 

Beksta and Petkevicius reveals a picture that perhaps is a bit doubtful: 

                                                 
56 Cepaitiene and Zitkus, p. 111 f. 
57 Maniokas (HDR), p. 19 
58 Cepaitiene and Zitkus, p. 112 
59 Beksta and Petkevicius, p. 170 
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Interests of central, regional and local authorities often differ. Conflicts arise 
particularly on the distribution of authority and revenues. Much depends on which 
political parties prevail at the central and local levels. From 1992 to 1996, the 
Lithuanian Democratic Labor Party was the leading power in the Seimas [the 
Parliament], while the opposition held most local councils. As a result, local 
governments opposed the transfer of functions to county administrations. Later, 
however, when the same political parties predominated at both the central and local 
levels, such conflicts waned. This problem also exists with regard to the transfer of 
functions from central government ministries to county administrations. 
Additionally, in some neighbourhoods both the administrative staff and residents 
aspire for more autonomy from local government administration.60 

 

The Association of Local Authorities of Lithuania (ALA) plays an important role for the 

international connections of the Lithuanian municipalities. They are delegates for the local 

governments in deliberations with foreign organizations and take care of the management when 

they will work together with an international contact. There is no law regulating this area and 

local authorities are often eager to have a extensive international exchange. Some exchanges 

started already during the Soviet time as the authority supported collaboration between the East 

European countries. For example 16 of Lithuania’s municipalities still have exchange with local 

authorities in Poland. However, the fields of corporation has changed and are today mainly 

focused on water quality, tourism and social care.61 

 

There also exist a number of different organizations and networks  for cooperation. One of them 

is the Baltic Sea States Subregional Co-operation (BSSSC). This is a political network for 

subregional (just under state level) authorities around the Baltic Sea and it has members in 10 

different countries.  They have four focal goals in their work:62 

 

• Continue to promote the interests of BSR [Baltic Sea Region] sub-regions towards 

national authorities, EU institutions and others – in close cooperation with other 

BSR organisations and interest groups. 

• Further develop BSSSC to an important organisation for sub-regional interests in 

BSR. 

                                                 
60 Beksta and Petkevicius, p. 175 
61 Beksta and Petkevicius, p. 189 
62 Internet 5 
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• Strengthen cooperation with Russian subregions in BSR. 

• Continue and develop the participation of young people in BSSSC work and act as 

a platform for youth cooperation on a subregional level in the BSR.63 

 

Another example of regional cooperation is the so-called Euroregion Baltic. This cooperation 

includes nine regions in Lithuania, Denmark, Latvia, Poland, Russia and Sweden. The main 

fields of cooperation are regional sustainable development and creating a stronger network 

between the different areas in the common region. After the enlargement of the EU the region 

stands in front of historical opportunities of creating a strong cohesion in the area including 

Kaliningrad Oblast.64  

 

As can be seen, there exist a number of different ways for Lithuanian regions to act on the 

international arena, this was just a few examples of them. It is now time to move over to the 

Lithuanian state level and its role on the international as well as domestic arena. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
63 Internet 5 
64 Internet 6 



5 The role of the state 
 
Has the role of the state changed with the new regionalism? According to many authors; one 

of them is Gren, the authority of the state has decreased significantly during the last decades. 

The reasons are many; multinational companies, new ways to communicate, Internet, 

currency speculations and better networks for trade are some of the main explanations, and 

the joint link between them all is globalisation. Gren focus on how the state has to see its 

performance decrease not only on the international arena, but also domestic.65  

 

5.1 Transition to market economy 

To see how far this development has come in Lithuania, I think it can be good to first have a 

look at how it has been during the past decades. The socioeconomic development in Lithuania 

could easily be an essay topic by it self; the transition from planned to market economy is a 

very big and complex process. In the aspect of regionalism it is necessary to at least do a 

summary of this development.  

 

Lithuania was the first country in Eastern Europe to mass-privatize, the privatization started 

already in 1990 and in 1991 there were a complete program for the privatization process. The 

result was that in 1995 about 80% of all companies in Lithuania were privatized.66 

 

However, the rapid progress was not only positive; the government did not have total control 

over the situation. The legal framework needed did not exist from the start and even if the 

state tried to create it afterwards, the development was always faster than the state and the 

regulations. The approach was unclear and the result has been a longer and more intense 

interference than wanted from the beginning.67  

 

Today the Lithuanian economy is highly coloured by the market economy and by the 

membership of NATO and the EU.  The transition to market economy is over and the 

economy constantly grows stronger; today Lithuania is one of the leading countries in Central 

                                                 
65 Gren, p. 23 ff 
66 Von Hirschhausen and Hui, p. 10 
67 Von Hirschhausen and Hui, p. 11 
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and Eastern Europe when it comes to economic growth. About 80 % of Lithuania’s total GDP 

comes from private companies.68 

 

The transition has resulted in considerable restructuring of the workforce. First of all this has 

emerged as a shift from the public to the private sector. In 1991 about 30 % of the Lithuanian 

workforce worked in private enterprises; in 2000 this share had increased to 70 % of the total 

number of employees. The small and medium sized enterprises (SME) stands for the greatest 

part of the growth in the private sector; in 1998 could 55 % of the growth be linked to the 

SME; a share that was only half as big in 1993.69  

 

The shift from public to private employment has also entailed another move, a move from 

industry and construction to service professions. This shift is one of the reasons for that 

Lithuania still has such a high rate of unemployment. Even if Lithuania has a constantly 

growing GDP the rate of unemployment has hardly changed during the past ten years. This is 

a phenomenon Lithuania share with most of the economies in transition in Central and 

Eastern Europe. The reason is first of all a fast development of productivity; the private 

market has increased its efficiency instead of demanding more labour. Together with the large 

restructurings the effect has been devastating for some groups.70   

 

In Taurage, Marijampole and Siauliai several industries shut down between 1999 and 2000, 

something that has had a very big effect on the regions and are one of the biggest reasons for 

the high level of unemployment in these regions. In Utena region, the situation is quite good 

for the moment, but one of the big reasons for this is Ignalina atomic power plant which 

started to close down in 2004. It is predicted that this will have devastating effects on social 

and economic life in the region. With aid in form of donors and funding, the area now tries to 

decrease the effects of the closure.71 

 

In Lithuania there appear to be some severe limitations in mobility from old to new jobs. The 

jobs that disappeared differ in important factors (especially skill and location) from those 

being created. As a result, many of the workers that have lost their jobs do not have the right 

knowledge to take up the new ones. The gap of skills seems to partly account for the limited 
                                                 
68 United Nations - Country Readiness Assessment Report, p. 1 ff 
69 United Nations - Country Readiness Assessment Report, p. 36 
70 United Nations - Country Readiness Assessment Report, p. 36 
71 Kuliesis, p. 92 
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transitions from unemployment into jobs. Unemployment is disproportionately concentrated 

among workers with low educational attainment and poor skills.72 

 

Lithuania has, in contrast to Latvia and Estonia, a number of centres where the economical 

life has a good development. However, despite this the economical and social differences is 

increasing between the three biggest towns of Vilnius, Kaunas and Klaipeda on one hand and 

the rest of the country on the other. The same counts between urban and rural areas. 

Unfortunately, this is something that is foreseen to increase also in the future because of the 

structural problems many regions.73  

 

It is not just the unemployment level that differs largely between different regions, also in 

GDP per capita the differentiations between different parts is considerable, and the gap 

between the counties is increasing.  Between 1996 and 2000 the part of total GDP that went to 

Vilnius county rised from 28, 5% to 33, 5%, simultaneously the gap between the highest 

number of GDP per capita, Vilnius county, and the lowest number, Taurage, increased 2, 6 

times.74   

 

To summarize the socioeconomic development in Lithuania in a state power perspective, it is 

the transition which is of the greatest importance. The Lithuanian state authority went from 

planned economy to creating a big program of privatizing. The control was insufficient, 

something that seems to have coloured both the politics and economy ever since. Big private 

investors having almost monopoly in some branches is not an unusual situation. 

 

What is even more of an alarming sign is that the three biggest towns, Klaipeda, Kaunas and 

Vilnius, are so dominating. With resources such as 66% of the total GDP and 84% of 

Lithuania’s total foreign direct investments (FDI), the cities have an incredible advantage.75  

 

What should make a better balance and smaller regional disparities are the regional policy and 

the Structural Funds of EU. The question is, do they? This is what the next chapter will 

investigate. 

                                                 
72 United Nations - Country Readiness Assessment Report, p. 36 
73 Maniokas (HDR), p. 20 
74 Cepaitiene and Zitkus, p. 115 
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6  Regional policy and the Structural Funds of EU 
 
The common regional policy is a large part of the EU policy; the Structural Funds which are 

the major source for financing the regional policy today stands for about one third of the total 

EU budget. The main aim of the regional policy is to reduce economic and social disparities 

between different regions in EU and to create a strong and competitive union. Except the 

Structural Funds, the policy area is financed by the Cohesion fund and different loan 

institutes.76  

 

During the latest program period which were concluded at the turn of the year, the Structural 

Funds consisted of four financial instruments; the European Regional Development Fund 

(ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF), the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee 

Fund (EAGGF) and the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG).77 The funds 

were not a common item of expenditure; every fund had its own area of responsibility. The 

aim of the ERDF was to create bigger equality in EU along with supporting regions that has a 

slow growth or declining industrial regions, through assistance in the fields of development 

and restructuring. The main aim of the ESF was to counteract and prevent unemployment, 

create a greater integration on the labour-market and subsidize training, foremost re-training 

of labour.78  

 

Beside these funds there is the Cohesion fund, aiming to make a stronger economic and social 

cohesion. This is done trough helping weaker regions in the fields of environment and 

infrastructure needed for transport. To be granted support from the Cohesion fund the 

country’s GDP per capita must be less than 90% of the EU average.79  

 

The principal use of the Structural Funds is to realize distinct objectives that have been 

specified as the main priorities. During last programme period that ranged between year 2000 

and 2006 three objectives were identified: 

 

• The aim of Objective 1 is to help regions that are lagging behind through structural 

adjustments and assistance for a better growth. To qualify the region must have a GDP 
                                                 
76 Internet 3  
77 Internet 4  
78 Internet 3 
79 Internet 4 
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per capita less than 75% of the EU average. The most important target is basic needs 

in the infrastructure. Financing is taken from all Structural Funds.  

• Objective 2 aims to help regions which have structural problems and therefore needs 

help with economic and social development. Included are areas strongly characterized 

by industry, rural areas, urban areas or coastal areas depending on fishing. The main 

focus lies within finding alternative occupations and the money is taken from ERDF 

and ESF. 

• The goal of Objective 3 is to subsidize development of administration and policy in 

the fields of education, vocational training and employment. The objective 3 requires 

that the region in question is not qualified for Objective 1 that also includes these 

parts. Focal point is improvements in human resources and the objective is financed 

by the ESF.80 

 

6.1 The beginning of a Regional policy in Lithuania 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, joining the EU has been a political task for all three Baltic 

countries and the construction of national policies has to a very high extent been influenced 

by the rules for taking part in the EU Structural Funds.81  

 

A few years ago the Lithuanian Human Development Report (HDR), a recurrent report 

published by the UNDP, handled the subject of regional policy in Lithuania. The report makes 

it clear that it is just recently Lithuania started to build up a separate policy field for regional 

development. In 1996, the European Commission did an investigation of the countries 

considered for membership in the EU. Lithuania was, as one of the candidate countries, 

interrogated by the Commission about its regional policy. This interrogation showed that 

Lithuania at this point was missing several of the fundamental elements which create a 

regional policy.82  

 

The year after, the Commission again confirmed a lack of regional policy by reporting 

insufficient infrastructure, an industry in crisis, urban tensions and big income gaps between 

urban and rural people. Along with this there also were major problems with the local 
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governments which were far from independent units. Lithuania was still far too centralised in 

many areas.83 Cepaitiene and Zitkus affirm that until 1998 there did not exist any separate 

tools or organisation for regional policy in Lithuania; the field was up till then just a part of 

the social and economic development.84 

 

The Commission did not directly advice Lithuania to develop a regional policy. However, if 

Lithuania would be able to receive aid from the Structural Funds it was necessary for the 

country to establish a system for administration and implementation of regional policy.85 

 

As a result, Lithuania started to build up a system for regional policy. However, there were no 

discussions if Lithuania really needed a regional policy, what should be included and how to 

accomplish the implementation. In the UNDP Human Development Report, Maniokas argues 

that what seemed to be more important was the building of a system for receiving EU aid and 

at the same time take the opportunity to improve the administrative division in Lithuania.86 

 

Pukis and Zacesta also confirms this by claiming that in all three Baltic countries regional 

development has been put aside in the national budget, with the outcome that these policies 

have had more of a clarifying character than really having any affect on for example regional 

disparities.87  

 

In 2000 the Law on Regional Development came into force, this was a sign that the 

requirements for a functional and efficient regional policy were recognized. For the first time 

regional policy was defined as a separate policy field; with the goal to improve social and 

economic development, work for a better environment and better standard of living.88 

 

Another problem in the process of creating a regional policy was the inconsistency of the 

Commission’s proposals. In 1997 – 1999 the Commission recommendation for Lithuania was 

that the country should set up an administrative system and framework for the management of 

the national regional policy, but in 2000 – 2002 the Commission changed and advised a 

centralised coordination of the Structural Funds. There were three main reasons for their 
                                                 
83 Maniokas (HDR), p. 19 
84 Cepatiene and Zitkus, p. 116 
85 Maniokas (HDR) p. 19 
86 Maniokas (HDR),p. 20 
87 Pukis and Zacesta, p. 7 
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abrupt turn. First of all the administrative resources were too small; especially on the regional 

and local levels, secondly the programming period was too short (2004 – 2006) and thirdly 

the requirements of the Structural Funds is hard and complicated, especially in the light of the 

two former points.89 

 

Just before Lithuania became member of the EU, Nausediene recognized three major 

questions about the Structural Funds in Lithuania that needed to be solved. These were “the 

issue of co-financing from the national budget, issue of redistribution of resources across the 

sectors and absorption capacity”.90 But despite important issues needed to be solved, the 

Structural Funds is seen as a great opportunity in many different areas: 

 

Lithuania aims to use the investment to develop a strong, competitive 
economy with a skilled and modern labour force and, at the same time to 
promote broad social and economic inclusion in the society. […] One 
important aspect is convergence with the economic area of Europe. Getting 
into this area and competing there successfully should go parallel with 
fostering the ability of companies to compete in the domestic market thus 
contributing to more competitive and efficient internal economy.91  

 

As can be seen, the Structural Funds of EU plays a vital role for Lithuania; not only for the 

development of the regional policy but for the whole economy. It is however not entirely clear 

what role they play for creating a new regionalism in the country. This will, together with the 

three other core elements of new regionalism, be examined in the next chapter. 
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7 Summary and conclusions 
 
So far this essay has dealt with the four core elements of new regionalism mainly from an 

empirical point of view. The different chapters deals with rather different subjects, covering 

regional identity and consciousness, capacity of the region, power of the state and the 

Structural Funds of EU. The purpose of this last chapter is to find the main theme in each of 

these elements; i.e. to identify the theories of new and old regionalism in them. 

 

7.1 The regional identity 

The first core element for examination was the regional identity. This is probably the factor 

which easiest can be connected to the theory and discussion of new and old regionalism, 

especially the region-building approach by Neumann. In Lithuania’s attempts to become a 

part of the European identity, I believe the region-builders play an important role. The change 

from being part of a Soviet; or at least Baltic, identity to the creation of a European 

consciousness would probably not be so widespread without region-builders such as 

politicians and businessmen. I think the quick turn would not be possible without region-

builders showing the benefits of being European.  

 

In a national perspective I think benefits such as easier traveling and working in (West) 

European countries, together with the highlighting of cultural and historical similarities 

between Lithuania and West European countries is enough for getting people to feel 

European. During my time in Lithuania, I heard from a number of different people that 

Lithuania was said to have a lot in common with Italy. I can agree that the old town of Vilnius 

do look like a small Italian village, otherwise I had a hard time seeing the similarities between 

Lithuanian and Italian characteristics. According to the region-building approach by 

Neumann, the reason for trying to establish a new identity normally is a certain political 

program or project. In this case, I would say that project is membership in EU and NATO. To 

join these two organizations, I think a widespread notion of being European was needed; 

without this the Lithuanians probably never would have voted for a membership in the EU.  

 

Identity on a regional level inside the borders of Lithuania does not exist in the same way. 

The ethnographical division includes a historical and cultural foundation that is maintained 
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through for example folk art and music, and ethnographical museums. But this division is not 

established in the present Lithuania and also, do not have any connections with the 

surrounding world. The regional identity in today’s Lithuania is therefore perhaps not 

regional, but should be seen as subregional. Being European is one (macro) regional identity, 

another identity is the Baltic. The Baltic Sea region is not a fixed area, it consist of parts of or 

the whole countries around the Baltic Sea. The BSSSC is one example of an organization 

based on a Baltic Sea Region. Even if this meso-region today mainly exists in an economical 

and political92 context, it might be more than that in the future. 

 

7.2 The role of the region 

The next core element deals with the power and role of the region. Since the regional 

administrative division has not existed for such a long time, it is hard to see if there has been 

any increase of power. However, the many different regional (counties for example) and local 

cooperations that do exist must be seen as a sign of an increasing independence. Euroregions, 

local/regional transregional projects and other types of cross-border cooperation, are all 

proofs of regions acting on an international arena. Trough these channels the regions has a 

direct link to the surrounding world, without too much of interference from the central level. 

Therefore, these type of cooperation are typical signs of a new regionalism in Lithuania. 

 

Nevertheless, the regional and local authorities need knowledge and resources for managing 

the Structural Funds and to be competitive on the international arena. To be able to get these 

resources independently; without interference of the state, is a large step that yet has not been 

completed. Still, regional cross-border cooperation is; from a perspective of new regionalism, 

a move in the right direction. 

 

7.3 The role of the state 

Just as the regional administrative division, the Lithuanian state (as it looks today) is a rather 

new invention. The transition to market economy meant largely increased power for the 

private sector. In comparison with the Soviet time when almost everything was under state 

control, the economy today is open and internationalized. Private companies (domestic as 
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well as international), regional cooperations and the EU are all evidences of a decreasing 

power and ability of the state.  

 

I think the whole “state machinery” stands in front of a major challenge. Only little more 

than15 years ago Lithuania was part of the Soviet Union. The country has come a long way 

since then, but almost the unbelievable fast development is not only positive. It seems like it 

is hard for people living in this “new” economy to follow at the same speed. Today it is only a 

few places that really have followed along with the development. In general the economy is 

said to be concentrated around the three biggest towns, while many of the other regions are 

getting behind. 

 

7.4 Regional policy and the Structural Funds of EU 

The finances given to the regions from the Structural Funds are a complex question. The fact 

that the money is allocated centrally can not be a sign of new regionalism. As mentioned, the 

reason is that the regional and local authorities do not have the knowledge and resources 

needed for managing the Structural Funds. This is probably true, and since the application 

routines of the Structural Funds are rather complicated there is a menacing danger that only 

the bigger regions with more resources get help from the funds. However, there is nothing that 

says this will change with a centralized system for the funds; it is just a matter of where to 

send the application.  

 

EU plays an important role; the Structural Funds and other kinds of financing are necessary 

for having any freedom of action. 

 

The same discussion counts for the regional policy. This is a policy area just recently 

introduced in Lithuanian politics, and mainly because it was more or less a requirement if the 

country wanted to join the EU. One of the major tasks for this policy area is to reduce the 

instantly increasing regional disparities. When the regional disparities decrease it gives the 

regions lagging behind a chance to compete on a more equal level. But the regional policy of 

Lithuania still seems to be a rather centralized policy area; it is the state who divides resources 

to reduce the disparities. This is in that case a typical sign of old regionalism. 
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However, I do not think that the equation is so simple that power is transferred only to local 

authorities at the expense of the state authority. The EU, foreign trade and international 

companies are all signs of the decreasing power of the state. In this sense, perhaps could even 

the brain drain; i.e. high educated people moving abroad in search of better living conditions, 

be seen as a sign of the declining state authority.  

 

To summarize, to see to what extent new regionalism exist in Lithuania, you have to put the 

new in contrast to the old. Not long ago Lithuania was a part of the Soviet Union. They had a 

planned economy and the authorities had more or less total control. In this perspective 

Lithuania has come a long way towards a new regionalism. International cooperation at all 

levels, the Structural Funds, foreign trade and the creating of a European identity are all signs 

of this development.  
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