











Andrej Bergoc and Sonja Prosen’s recently renovated 18th-century cottage
Belakapa Slovenian town lIlirska Bistrica, home to 40 watermills. ©Nicole Corritore (OBC Transeuropa).

The Sustance rail connection has demonstrated concrete results:

From April to September 2024, over 8,000 passengers used the Trieste-Rijeka line, illustrating the
demand for public transit options in the region. Additionally, 425 bicycles were transported,
supporting eco-friendly tourism.

By shifting thousands of trips from cars to trains, the project reduced CO emissions, especially since
Slovenian Railways uses 100% renewable energy for the route. This is a sustainable model, with the
line operating at close to zero carbon impact.

Stations along the route are seeing increased traffic, which has boosted local businesses, especially
in smaller municipalities. The rail line’s popularity among weekend tourists has led Sustance to
consider optimizing schedules for tourist and commuter needs.



TESTIMONIAL

INTERVIEW with )

Project Manager at Central European Initiative (Sustance’s Lead Partner)

Beyond the obvious convenience for commuters,
the Trieste-Rijeka railway has a profound social and
cultural value. This line brings communities closer,
reawakening old connections that were disrupted
long ago. People on both sides of the border were
truly excited to see this connection revived. During
the opening, we even had local mayors, musicians
and community members on board to celebrate

- a testament to the emotional and historical
significance of the line.

Of course. Our pilot service launched on April 24
and concluded on September 30, and we’re pleased
with the results. As of August 31, we had carried
6,211 passengers, and by September 30, this had
increased to 8,273 passengers, along with 425
bicycles. This trial period was brief, due to the
limited funding, but the response was very positive.
Beyond transportation metrics, the project has
significant cultural and social value. For example,
the reestablished link between Trieste and Rijeka
revives historical and cultural connections that had
been cut off. This route has not seen a regular
public rail service since the 1970s. Historically, the
Simplon Orient Express connected Paris to Belgrade
and Istanbul, stopping in Rijeka until 1992, but that
was more of an international luxury service.

The motto of the Interreg Central Europe
programme is ‘Cooperation is Central’ and without
collaboration among many involved entities, this
service wouldn’t have been possible. One major
challenge was interoperability - ensuring that a
single train could operate across Italian, Slovenian
and Croatian infrastructure. Slovenian Railways

fortunately had a train that met the required
standards for all three countries, so we could
proceed. We also faced scheduling challenges, as the
budget only allowed one round trip per day. This led
to a morning departure from Trieste and an evening
return from Rijeka, which wasn’t ideal for Rijeka
residents wanting to spend a day in Trieste. Another
challenge was setting competitive ticket prices,

as we needed to offer a 50% discount to attract
passengers. We managed to reach an agreement
with the rail companies, but it took time. Finally,
ticketing and platform issues arose, as the route
had to be published across multiple railway websites
- Trenitalia, Slovenian Railways, Croatian Railways,
etc. - which added complexity. We also allowed
ticket purchases on board to make access easier.

The opening event was incredibly moving. Mayors
from every municipality along the route joined us,
and the atmosphere was celebratory, with music,
dancing and local treats shared on board. It wasn’t
just about a project milestone; it felt like a historic
moment of reconnection. Even the media response
was remarkable - a journalist from The Times wrote
an article on the trip, describing the journey from
Trieste to Rijeka. It’s something we hope will endure,
as it genuinely brings our communities together.

| hope so, and the project is indeed designed with
that in mind. European projects often pilot solutions
that, if successful, encourage policymakers to adopt
them long-term. They allow policymakers to base
decisions on real-world results. A project’s funding,
however, is only short-term. It’s up to regional and
national authorities to use this pilot’s success as a
foundation and potentially fund a permanent service.
Through the Sustance project, we achieved our goal
of establishing a service, making it accessible to the
public and resolving technical challenges. But
ultimately, the decision to continue is up to policy.



Photo credit: Misko Kranjec.

The Sustance project, through re-establishing the Trieste-Rijeka railway, has not only made
cross-border travel more accessible but has also renewed social and cultural connections between
Italy and Croatia. This line stands as a symbol of cooperation, resilience and the power of shared
heritage in Central Europe. With projects like Sustance, Interreg fosters a Europe that is not only
connected by infrastructure but also by common values and shared experiences. In other words, the
project is more than a route - it’s a lifeline bridging past and future across borders.
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Thé challenge of

turning an“idea into
reallty

Desaflos Jovens, a project that aims to boost youth
employability in the regions of Galicia and northern Portugal

By Camila Pérez Senande

The other day, | listened to an actor describing
the almost magical and serendipitous process of
turning an idea into a film. Along the way, there
are hundreds of people, roles, funding,
expectations, and seemingly impossible hurdles.
Project management is somewhat similar, with
the key difference being that we start from a
tangible reality in the territory in which we are
immersed.

The relationship between Galicia and Portugal is
innate, historical, and almost obvious. We share
a very similar language, an idiosyncrasy, and even
landscapes. If we look a bit deeper, we can also
identify shared problems, and it’s here that the
need arises to build bridges of understanding and
create solutions that benefit both territories.

Photo with partners of Desafios Jovens.

The Desafios Jovens project, which aims to boost
youth employability in the regions of Galicia and
northern Portugal, was established to bring a
fresh perspective and potential solutions to an
issue that affects both territories specifically but
also extends across much of Europe and, if we
look closely, the entire world: depopulation, the
abandonment of rural areas, and the breakdown
of upward social mobility as a driver of progress.

| spoke with Vitor Dias, director of the northern
regional office of the IPDJ, one of the project’s
member organizations. He explained that the
project arises from the need to combat youth
unemployment and create more and better
employment opportunities for young people,
especially women. He emphasized the



Meeting to establish the Steering Committee for the European project Desafios Jovens,
led by the Direccion Xeral de Xuventude of the Xunta de Galicia.

importance of grounding these efforts in a social
and digital economy, as well as valuing and
leveraging the region’s territory, with a
particular focus on the opportunities provided
by the Euroregion.

Vitor also highlighted the profile of the
participating youth, noting that priority will be
given to women and individuals living in rural
areas, recognizing that these groups are often
more vulnerable when it comes to employment
opportunities. This perspective underscores the
crucial role that Interreg projects play in
fostering equal opportunities, positioning work
as a fundamental human right essential for the
dignified development of individuals. How will
Desafios Jovens tackle these objectives? Through
creating spaces for non-formal education and
the development of connections between
businesses and young professional profiles.

Personally, | joined this project from its
inception, and this, far from being a challenge,

represents an enormous opportunity. Even though
it’s still in its early stages, Desafios Jovens

is gradually becoming tangible. This allows us

to create collaboratively, with community
involvement, and with something crucial that
public administrations like the Secretaria de
Xuventude of the Xunta de Galicia (the project
leader) often lack: a grassroots,
community-driven approach, where it’s the youth
who contribute their time, ideas, and efforts to
public policies that will directly impact our daily
lives.

Just as it might seem magical for an idea to turn
into a film, we need to work every day to ensure
that public management transforms realities—not
through magic, but through joint efforts, greater
participation, and more democracy. Public
management needs to embrace these elements,
fostering a sense of ownership among the
younger generations.



INTERVIEW with Vitor Dias, Northern Regional Director

of the Portuguese Instituteof Sport and Youth (IPDJ)

To start, could you explain what Desafio
Jovens is and what its main objectives are?

Thank you, Camila. The main objective of Desafio
Jovens is to promote quality employment opportu-
nities and future employability for young people,
especially young women. The project seeks to
create a more inclusive and gender-sensitive
cross-border labor market. Additionally, in the area
of non-formal education, we aim to improve digital,
innovation, and entrepreneurial skills, focusing on
critical sectors for the region, such as the bioeco-
nomy and social economy.

That sounds impactful. What specific
problem or challenge inspired the creation
of this project?

The project emerged as a response to youth
unemployment. It aims to provide better job
opportunities for young people, particularly
women while improving the inclusiveness and
efficiency of the cross-border labor market.
At its core, it’s about promoting decent work
and better working conditions for youth,
leveraging the social and digital economy,
and maximizing the region's potential within
the Euroregion.

Collaboration between regions is key for
projects like this. Why was the partnership
between northern Portugal and Galicia
chosen for Desafio Jovens?

The cooperation between northern Portugal and
Galicia is rooted in their shared linguistic, cultural,
and historical ties. Both regions belong

to the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula and have
built a strong collaborative relationship over the
years. This partnership has resulted in a more
competitive, connected, and socially inclusive
region. For young people, it’s opened doors to
greater employment opportunities and fostered
cohesion across the territory.

With those foundations in place, what
specific outcomes are you hoping to achieve
with this project?

The ultimate goal of Desafio Jovens is to empower
young people who live, work, or study in the GNP
Euroregion and help them integrate into the labor
market from an inclusive and gender-sensitive
perspective. We prioritize youth and women in rural
areas, aiming to invigorate the cross-border labor
market, rejuvenate the region’s productive fabric,
and retain a younger population that can add value
to the territory.

You’ve been involved in many Interreg
projects. How have these initiatives
contributed to the development of IPDJ?

Based on my experience managing and coordinating
cross-border cooperation projects, | can confidently
say they have been instrumental in advancing IPDJ’s
mission and vision. These projects have significant-
ly contributed to the institutional, personal, and
technical growth of our staff.

Through these initiatives, IPDJ has expanded its
network, enhanced its influence at national and
European levels—especially in the youth sector—
and has become more effective in addressing the
needs of young people and youth associations.
This allows us to take full advantage of the
opportunities Europe provides.

A critical component of Interreg projects is
the involvement of IVY volunteers. What
role do they play in initiatives like this, in
your opinion?

IVY volunteers are invaluable to the success of
these projects. They act as drivers of change and
creators of employment opportunities. For exam-
ple, inviting young people to participate actively in
meetings, monitoring committees, and cross-border
dialogues can have a transformative impact.



These young entrepreneurs can also play a key role Thank you so much for your time, Vitor. Any

in communicating the project’s goals and results, final thoughts?
especially by leveraging their skills in digital tools
and social media. Their involvement helps dissemi- Thank you, Camila. I’ll just say that empowering
nate the outcomes to the target audience—other young people isn’t just about providing
young people. Engaging youth in these projects opportunities—it’s about ensuring they feel part
aligns with Interreg’s priority of enhancing skills of the process. Projects like Desafio Jovens

’ and addressing youth unemployment. demonstrate that collaboration and inclusion are

key to building a brighter future for all.
It’s inspiring to hear how youth engagement

is at the core of this initiative.

Age: 30
Nationality: Galician-Argentinian
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Galicia - North of Portugal
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bridges, diversity, cooperation
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The Carpathian Mobility project works on the development

of two different trails to enhance the region's
accessibility and stimulate the growth of eco-tourism

Group photo of bike festival ‘Uzhansky trail’ attendees from the border region.

By Laura Meunier and Karolina Kolenkova

The East Carpathians Biosphere Reserve,
recognized as an area of global importance under
UNESCO's Programme on Man and the Biosphere,
encompasses three national parks, including
Poloniny National Park in Slovakia and Uzhanskyi
National Nature Park in Ukraine. Despite their
breathtaking landscapes, these regions face
significant challenges in terms of infrastructure
and development that, if addressed, could boost
the tourism sector.

One of the main obstacles to developing
sustainable tourism in these areas is their
peripheral location, coupled with limited
infrastructure. Yet, there is a huge potential for
initiatives such as creating cycling infrastructure.
To make this happen, it is crucial to focus on
improving accessibility for visitors while
preserving the natural environment.

A key step towards achieving this goal is the
creation of a comprehensive network of hiking
and cycling paths. This would enhance the region's
accessibility and stimulate the growth of
eco-tourism, fostering long-term economic
benefits for local communities.

In that context, the Carpathian Mobility project
works on improving accessibility and mobility in
the Slovak-Ukrainian cross-border region and
supports eco-friendly transport. More concretely,
it promotes openness and connection by
enhancing travel opportunities in the area, and
puts forward the participating regions' shared
cultural and natural heritage. All this work
contributes to strengthening regional linkages
while highlighting the importance of unrestricted
mobility in the frame of human rights as a
cornerstone of human dignity and collaboration,



Start of cycling competition taking place during the two-day bike festival.

achieved through the creation of smooth
pathways and inclusive infrastructure.

Thanks to the Carpathian Mobility Project,
significant progress has been made. In the
project’s first phase, over 240 km of existing
cycling routes were cleared and marked in
Ukraine, and the first kilometres (6,5 km) of
Poloniny trail and Uzanskyi trail were built on
both sides of the border. The project has
provided much-needed infrastructure, such as
14 new cycle rest areas, benefiting both local
cyclists and tourists. Additionally, the installation
of cycle counters on both sides has enabled the
collection of real-time data.

The partnership also organised a series of events
and conferences to raise awareness and engage
local communities, stakeholders, and potential
tourists. These initiatives promoted sustainable
tourism practices and cross-border cooperation.

The Carpathian Mobility Project now has even
higher aspirations. The Poloniny Trail, with an

estimated amount of 30 million euros, is
expected to link the most significant natural and
cultural landmarks within the Poloniny National
Park. This ambitious bike route will connect
three national parks from three different
countries, establishing a cross-border network
that will promote international cooperation and
showcase the area's natural beauty.

The initiative laid the foundation for future
investments by producing strategic documents
for further and continued development. Through
the project, the basis for the marketing
communication of the Poloniny trail - a modern
logo and design manual - has been created and is
still used in all follow-up activities.

The Carpathian Mobility Project is not only about
infrastructure development but also about

fostering the fundamental value of freedom

of movement. Freedom of movement empowers
individuals to explore, connect, and access
opportunities across borders. By creating safe,
sustainable, and accessible pathways, this



project removes barriers, enabling people
to experience the rich natural and cultural
heritage of the East Carpathians.

In a region where borders have historically
divided communities, this initiative serves as
a symbol of unity, collaboration, and shared
values. The newly established cycling routes

Territorial cooperation is very important for us as

a self-governing region bordering two countries.
Especially in border areas, where historically the
territory was a single entity (Ukraine-Slovakia), it is
recognized as a region with similar geography and
history. In line with our strategic plans, particularly
in tourism, our long-term goal is to unlock the
potential of the Slovakia-Poland-Ukraine border
area. We have been working on this for five years,
and thanks to the ‘Carpathian Mobility’ project, we
have been able to bring our plans closer to reality.

Connecting stakeholders is of great benefit to us.
This was particularly evident in the ‘Carpathian
Mobility’ project, where we had the opportunity to
meet activists involved in cycling routes in western
Ukraine. We continue to utilize these connections
even after the project’s conclusion.

The project allowed us to meet inspiring
stakeholders in Ukraine with whom | can envision

do not just connect landscapes—they connect
people, fostering cross-border dialogue, mutual
respect and environmental conservation. In
doing so, the Carpathian Mobility Project
underscores the importance of mobility as a
tool for building inclusive, resilient, and
cooperative societies.

future collaboration for regional development.
Personally, | am grateful for the chance to visit
the areas where the project was implemented and
to experience the stunning, untouched wilderness
of Ukraine.

As part of our overarching ambition to develop the
Poloniny Trail cycling circuit and connect it with
Poland and Ukraine, we have built an additional 27
km of the planned 74 km, in addition to the 4.6 km
already completed. The remaining sections are in
the planning phase, so we can confidently say the
project is progressing. Currently, we also have
project documentation prepared for the section that
will connect through the village of Ubla to Ukraine.

The Carpathian Mobility Project, in the context of
the current geopolitical situation, including the war
in Ukraine and restrictions on the Schengen border,
plays a crucial role in fulfilling EU objectives
despite the limitations on free movement. The war
in Ukraine has highlighted the importance of



cooperation between EU member states and their Ukraine's reconstruction. The project lays the

neighbours. The project supports Ukraine in its foundation for efficient infrastructure that will
integration with European standards and fosters support post-war recovery while simultaneously
cross-border solidarity, which is vital in times of strengthening Ukraine’s integration into European
crisis.Even though free movement is restricted, the structures. Despite current limitations, the project
project contributes to building lasting cross-border embodies EU values such as solidarity, inclusion,
connections that will be ready to enhance mobility and cooperation. It facilitates cross-border contact,
once the situation stabilizes. After the war, mobility which is essential for sharing values, protecting
between Ukraine and the EU will be critical for human rights, and promoting peaceful coexistence.

A traditional wooden gazebo with a thatched roof, serves as spot for rest and relaxation near the cycling route.

More information:
Improving accessibility and mobility in the SK-UA cross-border region | HUSKROUA ENI CBC
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unity, support, development
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Nebojsa Nikolic, Interact

Once upon a time, a hopeful project applicant filled out the application form and sent it in a box, along with 1000 pages of other
documents. Many years have passed since that fateful deadline rush, but both the project and the programme officers are still
using the same dry project description, as if bound to it by some ancient curse.

Sounds scary, right? It looks even worse when a communication expert takes that formal bureaucratic description from the appli-
cation form and posts it on Facebook, illustrated with a bad photo from a boring meeting.

This is not how we are supposed to communicate with any of our target groups. Even if you are sending a report to the people in
the European Commission, it is better if your project description is easy to read and understand. Don't just list the number of
park benches you procured within the project. Leave the dry quantitative descriptions for the auditors. Instead, explain how the
park benches have helped the local community to enjoy the park better, to get together and socialize. You can tell the whole
story with two photos and three words - ‘before and after'.

Storytelling doesn't mean that you need to sound like the Brothers Grimm. It doesn't even mean that you must be original or
clever at all cost. Storytelling simply means that instead of writing a report about the important things we have done, we can
tell a story. How do we do that? Simply put, we can use a few basic writing techniques to make our content relatable and easier
to understand.

Within the Interact Academy we have created a thorough storytelling training that teaches exactly that. You can turn your project
descriptions into engaging texts that people will actually want to read and, more importantly, retell. Here are three examples of
such stories, each of them based on original content from Interreg collleagues but adapted by Nebojsa Nikolic, Interact.

Enjoy the read!

More information about the Interact Academy:
https://academy.interact.eu
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How Nordic researchers are tackling
PFAS contamination?

at Interreg Aurora programme

Everyday products, from non-stick cookware to
waterproof fabrics, contain a group of synthetic
chemicals called PFAS, or ‘forever chemicals.’ The
nickname stems from their resistance to breaking
down in nature. Unfortunately, this durability
comes at a cost: PFAS accumulate in soil and
water, sneaking into our food and drinking water.
Over time, they pose serious health risks,
including cancer.

Now, an inspiring international project, funded

by the Interreg Aurora Programme, is stepping

up to address this environmental and public health
crisis. The NeTo-PFAS project unites researchers
from Norway, Sweden, and Finland to tackle

PFAS contamination right where it starts - in
groundwater. Their goal? To create innovative,
sustainable, and cost-effective solutions that can
be deployed directly at polluted sites.

At the heart of this effort is a groundbreaking
approach: enlisting nature itself in the fight
against PFAS. The team is investigating how
specialized bacteria can break down these

By Anna-mari Ruisniemi, Communication Officer

chemicals. Early results are promising, and if
successful, this microbial method could
revolutionize how contaminated sites are
managed worldwide.

Isolation of microbial species on agar plate @
ACADEMY



Firefighting training in Joroinen, Finland - the sampling site for screening of PFAS degrading microbes

But technology alone isn’t enough. The project
also highlights the vital role of local
municipalities. These communities are often on
the front lines of contamination and responsible
for land use planning. By collaborating closely
with municipalities, the project ensures that
solutions are not just theoretical but practical
and impactful for the people who need them
most.

The vision behind the project is clear and urgent:
clean up polluted sites from this invisible enemy
and protect public health. With innovative science
and cross-border teamwork, NeTo-PFAS is proving
that even ‘forever chemicals’ don’t have to live up
to their name.

Want to learn more about this pioneering o
initiative? Visit the project’s website. @

ACADEMY



Equipping mill owners with the skills
they need to do it

By Stephen Midgley, Project Manager

European rivers, once bustling with water mills,
now hold untapped potential for renewable
electric energy. Recent research has identified
around 27,000 water mills suitable for small-scale
hydropower. Many mill owners are eager to
convert their mills but don’t know how to do it,
how much it could cost, what the relevant laws
are, and is it worth it?

Repurposing watermills for hydropower isn’t as
simple as flipping a switch. It requires technical
knowledge, clear policies, and local buy-in. Mill
owners need to learn how to adapt traditional
hydraulic systems for modern energy generation,
while national and local governments must
simplify administrative processes to make projects
feasible. Complex or unclear regulations often
discourage mill owners from pursuing this
transformation.

This is where the Renewat project steps in.
Spanning eight European countries, Renewat
tackles these challenges head-on. It works on
multiple fronts: equipping mill owners with the

at Syndicate Energy Haute Vienne (SEHV), France

skills they need, advocating for streamlined
administrative processes, and developing financial
models to make small-scale hydropower viable.

The project doesn’t just focus on making this
transition possible—it’s also about making it
efficient and scalable. By bringing together
experts, policymakers, and mill owners, Renewat
aims to promote the idea across Europe and help
as many communities as possible transform their
historic watermills into sources of renewable
energy.

With €1.6 million in funding and a timeline stret-
ching to 2028, Renewat’s mission is clear: to
create a blueprint for repowering watermills that
preserve their cultural heritage while turning
them into modern-day assets for clean energy and
sustainable development.

To learn more about how this innovative project is
shaping Europe’s energy future, visit the Renemat
website.
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How the South Baltic Region is collaborating
for a clean energy transition

for the BalticBeat project

The South Baltic region is at a crossroads. Transi-
tioning from coal and fossil fuels to renewable
energy is essential for sustainability and energy
security. Yet, this shift is often hindered by a lack
of local expertise, fragmented support, and
limited resources. The region’s diverse needs
demand tailored solutions, making cross-border
collaboration crucial.

The BalticBeat project, led by the University of
Gdansk, aims to address these challenges by
bringing together partners from Poland, Denmark,
Sweden, and Lithuania. This initiative focuses on
equipping local governments, small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and communi-
ties with the knowledge and tools they need to
navigate the energy transition. By offering expert
advice, creating a communication platform to
connect stakeholders with specialists, and develo-
ping targeted training programs, BalticBeat is
helping communities build local capacity for
adopting renewable energy solutions.

“The transition to renewable energy requires more
than technology; it demands informed decisions

By Kuba Gudzinowicz, Communication Manager

and coordinated efforts,” says Sylwia Mrozowska,
PhD, Vice-Rector for Cooperation and Develop-
ment at the University of Gdansk. “BalticBeat is
designed to provide the tools and knowledge that
local governments and businesses need to make
this transition successful.”

What sets BalticBeat apart is its collaborative
approach. While Denmark and Sweden contribute
expertise in renewable energy systems and com-
munity-based energy models, Poland and Lithuania
bring crucial insights into the challenges of
transitioning from coal-based economies. This
combination of knowledge ensures that the
project’s solutions are both innovative and tailo-
red to local needs.

Through its practical and cooperative approach,
BalticBeat offers a model for other regions to
follow in tackling the complexities of the energy
transition. You can find out more about this
amazing initiative here: https://czrug.ug.edu.
pl/en/balticbeat-university-of-gdnsk-prject-
with-interreg-southbaltic-funding/




Want to read more interesting stories about how Interreg
is benefiting people all over Europe?

Check out the Interreg portal!
https://interreg.eu/interreg-by-youth




