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I. Introduction  
 

The Baltic Sea Parliamentary Conference (BSPC) has been 

established as a forum for political dialogue and cooperation 

between national and regional parliaments of the Baltic Sea 

Region (BSR). It aims to shape policies and strategies in this 

region promoting eco-friendly, innovative, and resilient tourism - 

in short, to make it more sustainable.1  

 

The BSPC Working Group on Sustainable Tourism had been 

launched in the 24th BSPC in 2015. It has been active until 2017.2 

Despite its official termination, the BSPC members have 

followed up on the goals set in the 26th BSPC resolution by the 

Working Group, as demonstrated by the renewed commitment to 

the 2017 BSPC Rapporteur mandate on sustainable tourism 

during the latest conference of the BSPC.3  

 

The following Report on Sustainable Tourism in the Baltic Sea Region 2025-2026 – the eighth of its 

kind – will provide an overview of relevant political developments, projects, and events in this field.  

 

The EU’s Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport, led by the Commissioner for Sustainable 

Transport and Tourism, Apostolos Tzitzikostas, has been working on an EU-wide strategy for 

sustainable tourism: In its 2026 Work Programme, the European Commission (EC) announced that it 

would come forward with a non-binding strategy on sustainable tourism to “balance economic, social 

and environmental impacts”. The publication of the strategy is scheduled for the second quarter of 2026. 

On 26 March 2026, the Committee on Transport and Tourism (TRAN) of the European Parliament (EP) 

adopted an own initiative report on the topic which was subsequently adopted as a European Parliament 

resolution on 28 April 2026. 

Realising the strategy would be a meaningful step for EU Commissioner Tzitzikostas in advancing the 

EU Agenda for Tourism 2030. Tourism and transport are invariably linked, especially under his work, 

considering his measures to increase the EU transport sector by promoting decarbonised transport 

 
1 See BSPC report 2025-2026.  
2 “BSPC Working Group on Sustainable Tourism.” BSPC https://www.bspc.net/working-groups/bspc-working-

group-on-sustainable-tourism. 
3 Ibid. 

Ms Birgit Hesse  



4 
 

solutions through e.g., expanding the electrical charging stations network.4 This offers tourists more 

environmentally friendly ways to travel, and could potentially increase tourism in rural areas. 

 

Compared to other industry sectors, travel and tourism rates across the world are only moderately 

affected by ongoing economic pressures and geopolitical uncertainties and remain higher than pre-

Covid-19 levels.5 Especially in Europe, where an estimated increase of 19 % is expected with an average 

of 2.15 international leisure trips to be taken in 2025 compared to the previous year where their average 

number was found at 1.8.6 Similar increases can be found across other areas of travel such as business 

travel and `workation´ trips.7 With such an increase in tourism, the necessity for sustainability in the 

sector also rises to ensure that the effects on the environment remain relatively mild. A development 

which could potentially be impactful in this regard is that more and more travellers are looking for value-

for-money trips which promotes travel to lesser-known destinations and might incidentally reduce 

overcrowding in other locations. Reportedly, over half of European travellers (55%) are seeking less 

popular tourist destinations for their upcoming trips and increasingly plan their trips outside of peak 

seasons potentially resulting in more stable revenue for tourist destinations which might further support 

local economies.8  

 

However, the increased influx of tourists to lesser-known destinations, while positive in reducing 

overcrowding in traditional hotspots, has created new sustainability challenges related to environmental 

carrying capacity and local community impact.9 Many of these destinations are currently ill-prepared to 

manage sudden visitor increases without risking damage to natural habitats or social tensions, 

highlighting the urgent need for better destination management frameworks and community engagement 

processes tailored to these emerging hotspots. 

 

There have also been surveys which reflect growing traveller awareness in regard to their impact on 

communities, which holds the potential for more mindful and sustainable travel. 10  In the end of the year 

2025, 93% of global travellers say they want to make more sustainable travel choices and to some extent 

 
4 “EU Ministers commit to faster truck recharging deployment.” European Commission, https://alternative-fuels-

observatory.ec.europa.eu/general-information/news/eu-ministers-commit-faster-truck-recharging-deployment. 
5 “European tourism holds steady in Q2 2025, driven by resilient consumer demand and global interest.” 

European Travel Commission.  

 https://etc-corporate.org/news/european-tourism-holds-steady-in-q2-2025-driven-by-resilient-consumer-

demand-and-global-interest/.  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid.  
10"Booking.com's 2025 Research Reveals Growing Traveler Awareness of Tourism Impact on Communities 

Both at Home and Abroad.” Booking.com 

https://news.booking.com/bookingcoms-2025-research-reveals-growing-traveler-awareness-of-tourism-impact-

on-communities-both-at-home-and-

abroad/#:~:text=Booking.com's%202025%20Research%20Reveals,Both%20at%20Home%20and%20Abroad.  
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have done so.11 Nonetheless, in order to keep up these positive trends, even more innovation is needed, 

as well as investment into more sustainable and inclusive models of tourism that respond to visitors’ 

needs and expectations. We must seek further collaboration between stakeholders, including 

governments, businesses, and local communities to effectively implement solutions, and ensure the 

long-term sustainability of tourism destinations. 

 

Despite positive trends and growing awareness around sustainable travel, the Baltic Sea Region’s 

sustainable tourism sector encountered significant challenges throughout 2025, which have complicated 

efforts to fully realize the ambitions outlined in prior BSPC resolutions. One of the key difficulties has 

been the persistent impact of climate change-related events, such as increasingly erratic weather patterns 

and rising sea levels, which have affected coastal destinations across the Baltic Sea.12 These 

environmental changes have not only disrupted traditional tourism seasons but also caused 

infrastructural damage to critical sites, increasing maintenance costs and complicating long-term 

planning for tourism stakeholders. 

 

Moreover, the rising cost of living and energy prices in the BSR, which is aggravated by ongoing 

geopolitical tensions due to the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, have put additional financial 

pressure on both tourism businesses and travellers.13 This economic strain has made the implementation 

of green technologies and sustainable practices more challenging for small and medium-sized 

enterprises, which form a large part of the BSR’s tourism sector.14 Limited access to funding or 

incentives for sustainability investments risk slowing down the region’s transition to greener tourism 

models.15 

 

Furthermore, there has been a growing digital divide affecting rural and remote areas in the BSR.16 

While the EU’s digital transition agenda aims to increase connectivity and digital services, many smaller 

destinations still face infrastructural gaps that hinder the adoption of innovative tourism solutions, such 

 
11 Ibid. 
12 H.E. Markus Meier et. al. “Climate change in the Baltic Sea region: a summary.” European Geosciences Union 

Vol.13, no. 1, 2022, p. 457-593, and Prakapienė, D. (2026). Resilience to Climate Change: Challenges for the 

Baltic States. In: Schultz, D., Smaliukiene, R., Giedraityte, V. (eds) Democratic Resilience in the Baltics, Vol. 1. 

Baltic Security and Defense. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-99286-5_9, pp. 145–162. 
13 Paulus, Alari and Staehr, Karsten, “The Energy Crisis in the Baltic States: 

Causes, Challenges, and Policies.“ EconPolForum Vol. 23, 2022, p. 28-32.  
14 Ibid.  
15 European Commission, “Communication From The Commission To The European 

Parliament, The Council, The European Central Bank, The 

European Economic And Social Committee, The Committee Of 

The Regions And The European Investment Bank.” European Commission 

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/5e1e7cfe-a9e0-47ad-aac9-

e850e5739589_en?filename=COM_2025_200_1_EN_ACT_part1_v3.pdf. 
16 Melander, Sara, “Inclusive smart communities? Mapping the impact of connectivity in the Nordic-Baltic 

region.” from 2024 Nordregio, https://nordregio.org/news. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-99286-5_9


6 
 

as digital booking platforms or smart mobility services. This gap limits their competitiveness compared 

to more urbanised destinations, potentially reinforcing regional inequalities within the tourism sector. 

 

In order to achieve sustainability in the tourism sector and overcome these difficulties, more precisely 

in the Baltic regions, the BSPC aims to continuously follow the 2021 EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea 

Region (EUSBSR) action plan as well as the EU initiative on multimodal travel. 

 

In view of the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the Glasgow Climate Pact and 

commitments of the Paris Agreement, businesses and civil society shall further be mobilised to jointly 

accelerate strategic cooperation in climate change mitigation, the preservation of nature and biodiversity, 

as well as the just transition towards a climate neutral-economy.  

 

Additionally, the BSPC continues to aim at promoting and reaching the UN's Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and Goal 14 (Life 

Below Water) and to follow the UN Policy Guidance to Support Climate Action by National Tourism 

Administrations.17 By promoting sustainable and regenerative tourism practices, the EU and the BSR 

contribute to global efforts in environmental conservation and community development by offering 

climate conscious travel options.  

 

 

 

 

 

Schwerin, July 2026 

 

 

 

Birgit Hesse  

BSPC Rapporteur on Sustainable Tourism 

President of the State Parliament of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, President of the MV Tourism 

Associaton and member in the advisory board of the MV Tourism GmbH 

  

 
17 World Tourism Organisation, “Policy Guidance to Support Climate Action by National Tourism 

Administrations.” UN Tourism,  https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/knowledge-centre/resources/policy-

guidance-support-climate-action-national-tourism-administrations.  
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II. Main Developments in the Field of Sustainable Tourism  

 

1. Strategic guidelines of the Council of the EU for a sustainable and competitive 

tourism sector 

On 28 May 2026, the Council of the European Union adopted conclusions calling for the integration of 

economic, social, and environmental dimensions in all tourism policies. The conclusions recognise 

tourism’s vital economic role – contributing 7% of the EU’s gross value added, 10% of jobs, and 

supporting 4.6 million businesses. 

In addition, they aim to reduce the sector’s environmental footprint through resource efficiency, 

circularity, decarbonisation, and conservation of nature and biodiversity. At the same time, they focus 

on ensuring that tourism benefits local communities and respects cultural heritage. 

The text adopted also emphasises the need for a multi-level governance approach, requiring effective 

cross-sectoral cooperation between the EC, the member states as well as regional and local authorities, 

destination management organizations (DMOs), the tourism industry, and all relevant associations and 

stakeholders. Furthermore, it emphasises the need to enhance visibility of Europe as a safe, sustainable 

and inclusive travel destination and to strengthen the international dimension of the tourism ecosystem. 

The conclusions recognise the need for increased and coherent efforts to address the implementation 

gaps identified in the report from the Commission to the Council on the Implementation of the European 

agenda for tourism 2030, upon which these conclusions have been build, while recognising that progress 

has been uneven across the EU. This includes addressing gaps in multi-level governance and ensuring 

consistent application of sustainable tourism principles in all the Union. 

A key focus of the Council conclusions is placed on quality employment, adequate working conditions 

and skills development, including through the re-skilling and up-skilling for tourism workers and 

jobseekers. This support is deemed essential for businesses and the long-term competitiveness and 

resilience of the tourism industry. 

The document seeks to promote balanced tourism, aiming to address both the negative impacts of 

overtourism in popular destinations and the lack of tourism in lesser-known areas. It focuses on 

deepening the understanding of unbalanced tourism, developing and implementing relevant national and 

regional policies and strengthening community involvement. This can be done by strengthening 

connectivity and regional balance and by supporting sustainable tourism development in peripheral, 

rural, island, mountainous, and remote destinations, thus ensuring tourism benefits all areas of the EU. 

Recognising the importance of reliable, affordable, accessible, frequent and year-round air, land and 

waterborne links, the conclusions emphasise the need for improved and sustainable solutions including 

complementarity between different modes of transport. This aims to facilitate travel to and within the 

EU, supporting both domestic and international tourists. 
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The Council also calls for a robust European framework for tourism data, interoperability, and guidance 

on the use of artificial intelligence (AI). This includes promoting digital skills, fostering a competitive 

and innovative tourism sector, and ensuring a level playing field for all tourism actors in the digital 

space. 

The Council also emphasises the need to strengthen crisis preparedness and response across the tourism 

sector, while cooperating closely to mitigate the negative consequences of today’s challenges which 

have a significant impact on Europe’s tourism, such as geopolitical tensions, climate change or 

workforce shortages. 

 

Recognising the sector’s vulnerability – particularly highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic – and the 

need to accelerate green and digital transitions, the EC initiated a co-creation process resulting in a 

transition pathway for tourism in February 2022. This pathway identifies 27 key measures for a more 

sustainable and resilient tourism sector, built on input from industry, public authorities, and 

stakeholders. Subsequently, the Council of the European Union adopted the European agenda for 

tourism 2030, based on the transition pathway, outlining a multi-annual work plan for EU countries, the 

EC, and tourism stakeholders to implement these actions.18 

 

2. The EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region  

 

The EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR) is concerned with a multitude of issues the BSR 

my face in light of economic, technological, political, and other developments.19 The EU member states, 

which are part of this strategy, Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and 

Estonia, aim to tackle such issues by identifying the most relevant actions to be taken, fostering 

cooperation and innovation, and coordinating open and transparent participation.20 The EUSBSR mainly 

relies on its action plan which it updates regularly.21  

Overall, the Strategy aims to fulfil its three main objectives which are saving the sea, connecting the 

region, and increasing prosperity.  

 

 
 

 
18 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2026/05/28/the-council-sets-strategic-guidelines-for-

a-sustainable-and-competitive-tourism-sector/ access: 03/07/2026. 
19 EUSBSR, “Together, we are building a green, prosperous and well-connected Baltic Sea Region.” EUSBSR EU 

Strategy For The Baltic Sea Region, https://eusbsr.eu/about/. 
20  Ibid.  
21 Ibid.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2026/05/28/the-council-sets-strategic-guidelines-for-a-sustainable-and-competitive-tourism-sector/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2026/05/28/the-council-sets-strategic-guidelines-for-a-sustainable-and-competitive-tourism-sector/
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2.1 Action Plan  

 

The EC’s approval of the updated EUSBSR Action Plan has still been pending at the moment of the 

editorial deadline of this report.  

 

2.2 Policy Area Tourism  
 

The Policy Area Tourism (PAT) which forms part of the EUSBSR coordinates various options to 

increase sustainability and cohesiveness in the BSR. Part of this is to strengthen the sustainable tourism 

development in remote areas, including the protection of the environment and ecosystems. 

Strengthening sustainable tourism in such areas can lead to a decrease of remoteness: Building new train 

tracks or bike lanes for instance makes remote areas more accessible. 

Sustainable tourism may create employment, a well-functioning infrastructure, a good living 

environment, and other local support services, which can help to slow down rural-urban migration in 

the BSR. Over time, this might lead to resilient and sustainable communities, both in remote/rural areas 

and cities.22 

 

In order to keep tourism lucrative, a lot of resources and planning are needed as most tourism will only 

thrive if the landscape, the Baltic Sea, the rivers and the cultural sights are kept in good condition. This 

can for example be achieved through the regional authorities’ conservational efforts. However, in the 

long run, the tourists’ awareness of the role they play in environmental protection and sustainability is 

a prerequisite. Showing tourists unique aspects of differing regional cultures often makes them more 

responsive and can lead to an increased awareness of their own actions. 

The development of specific “green/sustainable” touristic offers and products, and greater investment 

in greener infrastructures is one of the main goals of the PAT and should result in the general 

improvement of the touristic landscape in the BSR, from which residents and tourists could benefit all 

year round. 

Currently, the PAT is chaired by the Pomorskie Tourist Board based in Poland and the Council of the 

Oulu region.23  

 

There are multiple initiatives and projects led by the PAT such as the Baltic Sea Tourism Forum (BSTF). 

Meeting annually, it allows for more open dialogue and helps to reach consensus on the main steps to 

be taken to develop tourism around the Baltic Sea. It forms an integral part of the EUSBSR action plan. 

 
22 EUSBSR, “PA Tourism reinforces sustainable tourism development in the Baltic Sea Region.” EUSBSR EU 

Strategy For The Baltic Sea Region, https://eusbsr.eu/policy-area-tourism/. 

 
23 Ibid.  
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It has also played a crucial role in specific actions taken by the European Commission (EC) such as the 

EU Pathway for Tourism mentioned above. The most recent BSTF took place at the beginning of 

October 2025 under the theme `Regenerative and Data-Based Tourism´. The next BSTF will take place 

from 2 November- 3 November in Helsingør, Denmark. 

 

2.3 The Interreg Baltic Sea Region Programme as part of the Policy Area 

Tourism and the Interreg South Baltic Programme 

 

The Interreg Baltic Sea Region Programme 

 

Developments within the realm of the PAT are also achieved through projects of the Interreg Baltic Sea 

Region Programme. The area of the Interreg Baltic Sea Region Programme covers nine countries: eight 

EU Member States (Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Germany) and one 

non-EU country (Norway).  

The programme emphasizes financial transnational projects, which are crucial for preserving the Baltic 

Sea region’s unique natural and cultural heritage. By supporting tourism projects, the program 

encourages the creation of diverse and innovative tourism products and services which may attract a 

broader range of visitors and reduces the region’s dependence on a limited number of attractions, 

ensuring a more resilient and competitive tourism sector.24 Moreover, tourism projects often involve 

cultural exchange programmes and initiatives that foster understanding and cooperation among the 

people of the BSR. Such interactions promote a sense of community and solidarity, contributing to peace 

and stability in the area. Ideas for the programme can be submitted by anyone whose project idea falls 

within the four priorities of the programme: Innovative societies (Priority 1), Water-smart societies 

(Priority 2), Climate-neutral societies (Priority 3) or Cooperation governance (Priority 4).25  

 

The Interreg Baltic Sea Region Programme is a key instrument in implementing the EUSBSR, with the 

Policy Area Tourism actively working to reinforce a cohesive and sustainable tourism sector in the 

region. The PAT is currently engaged in the following seven projects: 26  

  

 
24 Interreg South Baltic, “What is Interreg South Baltic Programme 2021-2027.” Southbaltic.eu, 

https://southbaltic.eu/programme/about-the-programme/. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “List of Operations 2021-2027.” Interreg-baltic.eu https://interreg-

baltic.eu/projects/. 
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Project title and description  Priority  Objective  

INTERACTIVE GARDENS 

November 2023 - October 2026 

In the project INTERACTIVE GARDENS, public 

authorities develop a system of interactive public 

gardens in order to improve health services for 

people, and thus better meet their well-being, social 

and educational needs. 

 

Innovative Societies Responsive Public 

Services 

BASCIL - INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS FOR THE 

RURAL 

FOOD PRODUCTION SECTOR TO 

DIVERSIFY INTO SUSTAINABLE CULINARY 

TOURISM SERVICES 

January 2023 – December 2025 

This projects aims to support local food producers in 

diversifying their business by making the businesses 

part of sustainable culinary tourism services. 

Especially since the pandemic, which has a caused a 

chain of disruptions to the economy, the industry has 

suffered from a lack of turnover. By culinary 

services more sustainable, the hope is to attract new 

customers as becoming more sustainable could lead 

to reaching the end consumer directly instead of 

going through a long supply-chain which in turn 

again serves the environment. This project has 

mainly been achieved through workshops on 

practical business models, a manual which includes 

practical solutions, and project partner meetings 

where status reports and more are shared and 

analysed.  

This is a core project and has a budget of € 3.35 

Million.  27 

Innovative Societies  Resilient Economies 

and Communities  

Climate Neutral Destinations - Developing 

climate smart tourism business for sustainability 

and resilience (CliNeDest)  

March 2025 - February 2028 

With this project, the regions aim to support tourism 

companies in offering and developing low-carbon 

travel options. The project aims to develop a climate 

smart business toolkit, which includes a testing tool 

for measuring carbon footprints and gathering data 

on the most climate friendly tourist spots based on 

the carbon-footprint. Secondly, the programme 

Resilient Economies 

and Communities  

Innovative Societies  

 
27 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “Innovative Solutions for the Rural Food Production Sector to Diversify into 

Sustainable Culinary Tourism Services.” Interreg Baltic EU, https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/bascil/. 
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wants to develop a climate neutral destination 

network and a training programme which is targeted 

at the management of various organisation on how to 

use the previously developed toolkit and get tourism 

companies to participate in the climate work of a 

multitude of destinations.   

This is a core project that has received a budget of € 

3.11 Million in total.  28 

Light in the Dark 

November 2023 – October 2026 

This project aims to help small and medium- 

sized enterprises (SMEs) in the tourism sector 

to attract tourists year-round by creating an off-

season nature-based offer. This is especially 

important for rural and coastal areas of the northern 

Baltic Sea region all year long.  

The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 

has been the highest contributor. Currently there are 

seven different destinations, which the project tries 

to influence. The core project has received a total 

budget of about € 2.72 million.29 

Innovative Societies  Resilient Economies 

and Communities  

Model Nutrients Reduction Solutions In Near-

Coast Touristic Areas (NURECOAST-II)  

January 2023 – December 2025  

The goal of this project is to reduce wastewater 

production and nutrient discharges in touristic areas 

by finding alternative wastewater treatment 

solutions adapted to tourist regions to then reduce 

nutrient inputs into the Baltic Sea. The project 

mainly relies on collaboration with public 

authorities, water companies, and tourist businesses. 

The bodies will test novel approaches for wastewater 

reduction, the results of which will be reported in a 

final assessment analysis. 

This is a core project and has a budget of € 4.42 

Million. 30 

Water-smart 

Societies  

Sustainable Waters  

Regenerative Tourism in Baltic Sea Region for 

Resilient Communities towards a Circular 

Economy (REDIRECT)  

March 2025 – February 2028  

This new project aims to strengthen local 

communities, especially in relation to their economic 

Innovative Societies  Resilient Economies 

and Communities  

 
28 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “Climate Neutral Destinations - Developing climate smart tourism business for 

sustainability and resilience.” Interreg Baltic EU, https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/clinedest/. 
29 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “Light in the Dark – Increasing resilience in rural and coastal tourism in the northern 

Baltic Sea Region by developing off-season experiences.” Interreg Baltic EU, https://interreg-

baltic.eu/project/light-in-the-dark/.  
30 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “Model Nutrients Reduction Solutions In Near-Coast Touristic Areas.” Interreg 

Baltic EU ,https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nursecoast-ii/.  

https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nursecoast-ii/
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efficiency. The other goal is to reach a higher level 

of public awareness, especially in relation to the 

tourism sector, to then strengthen culture and 

heritage in the Baltic Sea Region.  

There are three phases to this project which begins 

with the development of a toolkit that will include a 

guide on procedural requirements, regenerative 

behaviour practices, and techniques to measure 

effects. The following phase will consist f testing the 

toolkit and adjusting it if need be so that in the third 

phase (disseminating), the final toolkit can be 

launched on a more widespread scale, workshops 

and conferences can be planned. And a durability 

plan can be drawn up.  

This core project has a budget of €2.76 Million.31  

Under this project, the International Forum of Low 

Carbon Tourism, “Less Carbon – Double the 

Fun” takes place on September 22nd 2026. 

It will treat the question, how low carbon tourism 

business can be made successful and turn low carbon 

tourism experiences into fun for the visitors. 

REGENT Integrating Regenerative Practices in 

Nature and Cultural Tourism (Cooperation 

Governance)  

July 2025 – June 2028  

This project, which was launched in summer 2025, 

is project platform rather than a project itself and 

offers information on capacity-building in 

regenerative tourism by providing essential 

resources to public authorities. The platform consists 

of knowledge component and a learning component 

where participating projects share their findings and 

strategies.  

The project platform is combining knowledge from 

`Light in the Dark´, `BASCIL´, `BEACH-SOS´, 

`Baltic Sea Food´, `3ST: Speeding up Sustainability 

Skills in Tourism´, `ReTour´, and `Access Routes´. 

The budget for this project platform is €1.2 million.32   

Cooperation 

Governance  

Project Platforms  

 

The programme is funded with a total budget of approximately €235.7 million.33 

  

 
31 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “Regenerative Tourism in Baltic Sea Region for Resilient Communities towards a 

Circular Economy.” Interreg Baltic EU, https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/redirect/.  
32 Interreg Baltic Sea Region, “Integrating Regenerative Practices in Nature and Cultural Tourism.” Interreg Baltic 

EU https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/regent/. 
33https://interreg-baltic.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/2026.07.06_IBSR_Programme-Factsheet_FINAL.pdf, 

Access: 08/07/2026. 

https://interreg-baltic.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/2026.07.06_IBSR_Programme-Factsheet_FINAL.pdf


14 
 

The Interreg South Baltic Programme 2021-2027 

 

The Interreg South Baltic Programme covers multilateral cross-border cooperation between the coastal 

regions of five EU Member States: Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Lithuania, and Poland. Its aim is to 

make the South Baltic Region more innovative through digitization and internationalization, thus 

building connectivity across the regions. The programme shall achieve this by supporting the 

development of more circular innovations, promoting the sustainable use of water, and working on green 

energy transition.34 Furthermore, the members hope to make the South Baltic region more attractive. 

Tourism in the South Baltic shall become more sustainable, resilient, and innovative.35 The total co-

financing allocation from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) to the South Baltic 

Programme for the period 2021-2027 is 87,7 million EUR (excl. Technical Assistance for the 

Programme). The Programme provides 80% as an ERDF co-financing, when each partner 

contributes 20% of the total project budget. 

 

The Monitoring Committee of the Programme decided to open 6th call for proposals and 4th Small-

scale project call. Both calls are scheduled between 16 September and 4 November 2026.36 

 

The different types of organisations that are participating can act as lead partners, project partners and 

associated partners.37 Depending on the chosen role, the Programme proposes variations of the 

requirements, eligibility rules, funding volume and scope of the tasks. 

 

The following types of organisations can form partnerships and participate in projects supported by the 

Programme (non-exhaustive list): 

 

•    Public administrations and agencies; 

•    Public or private organisations (having either public or non-profit character); 

•    Chambers of commerce, trade unions; 

•    R&D facilities and educational institutions; 

•    Associations of public or private bodies and NGOs; 

•    SME associations and clusters; 

•    SMEs.38 

 

 
34 Interreg South Baltic.  
35 Ibid.  
36 https://southbaltic.eu/for-applicants/calls-for-proposals/, Access: 08/07/2026. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Interreg South Baltic, (n 21).  

https://southbaltic.eu/for-applicants/calls-for-proposals/
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As laid down under the website of the EC, this collaborative programme is expected to increase the 

presence of blue and green SMEs from the South Baltic Region into the international market. This in 

turn allows these enterprises to increase their innovation capacity for even more environmentally 

friendly solutions.39 Overall, there will also likely be an increase in the use of green technologies, and a 

decrease of pollution discharges into the Baltic Sea, to which the programme will significantly 

contribute. Consequently, the destinations favoured by tourists in this area, will develop and become 

more attractive, especially for tourists seeking to travel sustainably.40 New locations will also become 

attractive, opening up the chance of many first-time visitors.41 Part of the success in regard to tourism 

will be a significant improvement of passenger and cargo services. These are planned to become much 

more eco-friendly and intermodal in the area, especially in the sector of shipping, as most cargo transport 

within the BSR is done via sea routes. 

 

2.4 Second Anniversary of the European Declaration on Cycling and progress 

report 

 

A substantial part of making tourism more sustainable is branching out areas in which cycling tourism 

can be conducted, as this is significantly more eco-friendly than any type of carbon-fired form of 

transport while still being relatively fast.  

Two years ago, cycling tourism was highlighted as a key component of EU policy developments within 

the European Declaration on Cycling (EDC).42  

 

Commitments include expanding cycling infrastructure, increasing subsidies for bicycles, and ensuring 

equitable access for all citizens, including low-income households. This commitment aligns with the 

EU’s broader goals for decarbonisation, public health, and the achievement of the European Green 

Deal.43 

 

In the beginning of October 2025 at the Urban Mobility Days, the EC published its first progress report 

on the EDC, demonstrating that cycling upholds its status as an environmentally-friendly, health-

supporting, and affordable way to travel. With help of the EDC, and the EU Commission’s recent 

recommendation, published in May, revolving around transport poverty, the European bodies hope to 

 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 https://transport.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-11/European_Declaration_on_Cycling_en_0.pdf 
43 European Commission, “Report From The Commission To The Council And The European Parliament: On 

Progress Towards Implementing The European Declaration On Cycling.” Eur.Lex https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025DC0566. 



16 
 

give the MS greater incentive to expand their cycling infrastructure, to provide subsidies for all sorts of 

bikes, and support low-income households in having access to this form of transport.44 

 

The report provides an overview of the current status and future directions of the tourism sector within 

the European Union, with a strong emphasis on sustainability as a central theme. The EU Commission’s 

report also underscores the relevance of cycling in addressing key challenges such as climate change, 

biodiversity loss, and overtourism. It advocates for integrating cycling into tourism strategies.45  

 

In response to these issues, the EC raises attention to the fact that sustainability is no longer optional but 

essential for the future of tourism in Europe. The report emphasises the importance of integrating 

environmental, economic, and social dimensions into tourism planning and development.46 This 

involves adopting climate action measures to reduce carbon footprints, improve energy efficiency, and 

shift towards greener transport and accommodation options.47 At the same time, digital transformation 

is seen as a critical enabler for sustainable tourism by helping to optimise resource use, enhancing visitor 

experiences, and supporting better management of tourist flows to avoid overcrowding and degradation 

of ecologically sensitive sites.48 Moreover, the report touches on the need for policies that support local 

communities and equitable access to cycling opportunities, ensuring that cycling tourism benefits both 

tourists and host communities.49 

 

The EC showcases the importance of involving local communities in tourism governance and decision-

making processes. This participatory approach ensures that the benefits of tourism are distributed fairly 

and contribute to local well-being and cultural preservation. By aligning tourism strategies with broader 

sustainable economic development goals, destinations can enhance their resilience and ensure that 

tourism contributes positively to local economies without compromising environmental integrity.50 

The EC also presents 50 concrete best practice examples from various European destinations, 

showcasing innovative and effective sustainable tourism initiatives, such as Parma, Italy committing 

themselves to implementing the EDC. Further examples are European cities like Aarhus, Denmark or 

Dresden, Germany targeting climate goals through Climate City Contracts which form part of the 100 

Climate-neutral and Smart Cities Mission.51  

 

 
44 European Commission, “Urban Mobility Days 2025.” transport.ec.europa  

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/main-events/urban-mobility-days-2025_en. 
45 European Commission.  
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid.  
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However, the EC also looked beyond the impact of the EDC, involving for example Sustainable Urban 

Mobility Plans (SUMP) which became a requirement to be implemented by 2025 for urban areas under 

Regulation (EU) 2024/1679.52  Regulation (EU) 2024/167953 marks a further key milestone at EU level. 

It mandates the development, by 2030, of multimodal passenger hubs to facilitate first- and last-mile 

connections, including access to public transport and active mobility infrastructure. The 

Regulation includes requirements to ensure continuity and accessibility of cycle paths when building or 

upgrading infrastructure and to build bicycle parking facilities in the vicinity of railway stations to 

promote active modes of transport. Meanwhile, the updated third edition of the SUMP Guidelines (2026) 

has been published to better support cities in developing and implementing Sustainable Urban Mobility 

Plans.54  

 

There are other initiatives mentioned in the report which are aimed at cycling mobility in the EU states 

such as bicycle leasing programs which have become increasingly popular in bigger cities.55 France has 

also developed a platform where best practices, challenges, and knowledge on different forms of 

mobility are shared, which has a special group dedicated to cycling.56 Different forms of workshops and 

communication campaigns are now also increasingly offered in various European cities to help city 

planners advance in combining pedestrian-and-cycle traffic as cycling becomes more and more 

popular.57 There is an additional chapter in the report dedicated to highlighting the health benefits 

cycling offers, especially in preventing diseases.  

The benefits of cycling in connection with the reduction of air and noise pollution are mentioned, linking 

the EDC to the Directive on ambient air quality and cleaner air for Europe.58 

There are also initiatives and programmes mentioned which are aimed at making cycling more attractive 

for women: Statistics seem to indicate that the female population cycles less than the male in Europe. 

However, this not true for the BSR. Especially countries like Denmark or Germany show figures 

according to which at least half of the annual cycling trips are conducted by women.59  

 

 
52 Mobility and Transport, “Sustainable urban mobility planning and monitoring.”, European Commission, 

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/urban-transport/sustainable-urban-mobility-planning-and-

monitoring_en. 
53 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32024R1679 
 
54https://urban-mobility-observatory.transport.ec.europa.eu/document/download/3fb33992-f63e-4c9e-b5cf-

d18a576489f9_en?filename=SUMP%20Guidelines_third%20edition_2026_final%20cover.pdf 

 
55 European Commission. 
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid.  
58 Ibid.  
59 Schmidt, Tanja et. al., “Identifying the potential for increasing cycling in Denmark: Factors associated with 

short-distance and long-distance commuter cycling.” Journal of Transport & Health, vol. 38, 2024; 

Loponen, Suvi, “The more women cycle, the more equal we become.” Santini 

https://www.santinicycling.com/en/news/the-more-women-cycle-the-more-equal-we-become-

b333?srsltid=AfmBOoqyKMOODMmtvU6wyKfIaYL05UDr_Mnk7Iaxzc0r0dvRM4jOtHoN.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32024R1679
https://urban-mobility-observatory.transport.ec.europa.eu/document/download/3fb33992-f63e-4c9e-b5cf-d18a576489f9_en?filename=SUMP%20Guidelines_third%20edition_2026_final%20cover.pdf
https://urban-mobility-observatory.transport.ec.europa.eu/document/download/3fb33992-f63e-4c9e-b5cf-d18a576489f9_en?filename=SUMP%20Guidelines_third%20edition_2026_final%20cover.pdf
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2.5 The EuroVelo Network  
 
One of the most prominent initiatives in the EU's cycling efforts is the EuroVelo network. It consists of 

a series of long-distance cycling routes connecting countries across Europe.  

 

An evaluation report on EuroVelo Route 10 – a circular route around the Baltic Sea –  can be found 

here: https://pro.eurovelo.com/download/document/Transnational-Route-Evaluation-

Report_EuroVelo-10-Baltic-Sea-Cycle-Route.pdf 

 

 

Looking ahead, continued investment in cycling infrastructure and the integration of cycling into broader 

sustainability frameworks, such as the EU’s Green Deal and the Sustainable and Smart Mobility 

Strategy, will be crucial. These frameworks offer opportunities for the further development of safe, 

seamless, and well-connected cycling networks across Europe, enhancing the EU's competitiveness as 

a green travel destination and supporting sustainable economic growth. 

 

3. The Tourism Sector at large  
 
Generally, tourism in the Baltic Sea region has evolved significantly over recent decades, reflecting 

broader global trends and shifting traveller preferences.60 With the rise of digital technology and the 

ongoing impact of the EU Package Directive, booking holidays has become more streamlined, with 

many travellers opting for online platforms and mobile apps to secure accommodations, transport, and 

experiences.61 This has led to an increase in independent, self-organised trips, often with a focus on 

flexibility and personalised itineraries.  

 

The region’s rich cultural heritage, coupled with its natural landscapes, has attracted a diverse range of 

tourists, from those seeking urban exploration in cities like Tallinn and Gdansk, to more nature-affine 

travellers enjoying coastal walks and forest retreats.62 As mentioned above in a more general setting, in 

the BSR too, recent years have seen that sustainability has emerged as a key consideration for many 

visitors, with eco-tourism gaining traction, as people look to reduce their environmental impact. This is 

highly important to some regions such as Latvia and Lithuania where nature protection and its history 

is closely correlated to those countries’ fights for independence.63 

 

 
60 Gough, Jonathan, Hospitality in the Baltics: Independent hotel Vs Chain Hotel 

https://www.mylighthouse.com/resources/blog/independent-hotel-vs-chain-hotel-baltics 
61 Travel and Timeshare Law, “Package Travel Directive” European Commission 

https://commission.europa.eu/law/law-topic/consumer-protection-law/travel-and-timeshare-law/package-travel-

directive_en; Directive (EU) 2015/2302, OJEU L 326/1 (11 December 2015).  
62 Baltic Region Heritage Committee, “About BRHC.” CBSS, https://cbss.org/baltic-heritage/about-brhc/.  
63 S.P., Cottrell and Jana, Raadikk Cottrell, “The State of Tourism in the Baltics.” Scandinavian Journal of 

Hospitality, vol. 15, no. 4, 2015, p. 321-325.  

https://pro.eurovelo.com/download/document/Transnational-Route-Evaluation-Report_EuroVelo-10-Baltic-Sea-Cycle-Route.pdf
https://pro.eurovelo.com/download/document/Transnational-Route-Evaluation-Report_EuroVelo-10-Baltic-Sea-Cycle-Route.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/law/law-topic/consumer-protection-law/travel-and-timeshare-law/package-travel-directive_en
https://commission.europa.eu/law/law-topic/consumer-protection-law/travel-and-timeshare-law/package-travel-directive_en
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Additionally, there has been a notable rise in interest for wellness tourism, with many opting for spa 

experiences and health-focused retreats in tranquil Baltic settings.64 Overall, tourism in the region has 

become more diverse, modern in terms of digital gadgets used, and conscious of environmental and 

social impacts. To further these developments in the tourism sector and to respond to the challenges 

faced by the tourism sector, it is important to support innovation as this helps adapt, upgrade, and 

personalise the offerings to individuals, making them more attractive.65 At the same time, it needs to be 

ensured that innovation is balanced with tradition.66 It is equally important that the tourists and the 

residents see the benefits of tourism, and mutual understanding is needed.67 To this end, local 

communities should be involved in the decision-making processes for tourism strategies in their area, a 

system that has been adopted by a number of countries in the BSR, especially in Latvia and Poland.68  

 

  

 
64 PRE SBWELL; Sustainable tourism for wellbeing in the South Baltic region.” Swedish Institute,  

https://si.se/en/projects-granted-funding/pre-sbwell-sustainable-tourism-for-wellbeing-in-the-south-baltic-

region/.  
65 Brednde Borge, Willen, Bob, Al-Khateeb, Ahmed, „ Travel and Tourism at a Turning Point: Principles for 

Transformative Growth.” World Economic Forum,  

https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Travel_and_Tourism_at_a_Turning_Point_2025.pdf. 
66 Ibid.  
67 Ibid. 
68 Kikyluk, Halina et. Al. “Stakeholders engagement for solving mobility problems in touristic remote areas from 

the Baltic Sea Region.” PLOS, 2021, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253166.  

https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Travel_and_Tourism_at_a_Turning_Point_2025.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253166
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III. Conclusion  
 

Sustainable tourism in the BSR stands at a critical juncture. The developments outlined in this report 

demonstrate both the challenges and the significant progress achieved in the BSR and in the EU as a 

whole. Climate change, rising geopolitical tensions, and uneven economic development continue to 

shape the tourism sector and underscore the need for coordinated, forward-looking action. 

At the same time, the BSR benefits from strong political commitment, a robust innovation environment, 

and a growing public awareness of the importance of sustainable travel. 

 

The EU Strategy for the BSR, the implementation of its Action Plan, and the work of the Policy Area 

Tourism provide a solid, well-structured foundation for cooperation, enabling Member States and 

regional actors to work jointly toward a greener, more resilient tourism sector. Complementary 

initiatives - such as the European Declaration of Cycling, the expansion of multimodal travel solutions, 

and the Interreg Baltic Sea Region Programme - reinforce this framework by offering structured plans, 

financial support, and shared learning opportunities that aid local authorities, SMEs, and communities 

across the region in implementing the required measures to achieve their goals. 

 

As this report has shown, sustainable tourism is more than a sectoral ambition; it is an essential 

component of climate action, regional cohesion, and long-term economic stability. In particular, rural 

and coastal areas, which play a crucial role in the move toward sustainability, must continue to be 

supported through improved infrastructure, digitalisation, capacity building, and community-driven 

governance. Therefore, to strengthen the BSR as a whole, urban and rural areas shall be developed in 

an equitable manner. 

 

Looking ahead, continued cooperation among governments, the private sector, civil society, and local 

communities will be indispensable. The BSPC, together with its partners, is committed to advancing the 

goals set out in the EU Agenda for Tourism 2030 and to contributing to the achievement of the 

UNSDGs. By prioritising innovation, environmental stewardship, inclusiveness, and cross-border 

collaboration, the BSR has the opportunity not only to respond effectively to current pressures but also 

to serve as a model for sustainable tourism development in Europe and beyond. 

 

In this spirit, the BSPC will continue to monitor developments, to promote dialogue, and to support 

initiatives that strengthen the environmental, economic, and social sustainability of tourism across the 

BSR, ensuring that the region remains a vibrant, resilient, and attractive destination for future 

generations. 
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List of Abbreviations  
 

BAB     Bike across the Baltic  

BSPC     Baltic Sea Parliamentary Conference  

BSR     Baltic Sea Region  

BSTF     Baltic Sea Tourism Forum  

CBSS     Council of the Baltic Sea States  

EDC     European Declaration on Cycling  

EC     European Commission 

ERDF    European Rural Development Fund 

EU     European Union 

EUSBSR    EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region  

Interreg    European territorial cooperation 

MEP     Member of European Parliament  

MS     European Union Member States  

NGO     Non-governmental Organisation  

PA     Policy Area  

PAT     Policy Area Tourism  

SMEs     Small and Medium Enterprises 

SUMP    Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans  

UN    United Nations  

UNCLOS    United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea  

UNSDGs    United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

 


