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ABSTRACT What impact did changes in the geopolitical environment have on grass-
roots cross-border cooperation within the Barents Euro-Arctic Region in the years 
before Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022? Drawing on interviews, surveys 
and document studies from two evaluations made in 2007 and 2020 of the Norwegian 
Barents Secretariat’s grant programme, conducted by the authors of the present article, 
we analyse the development over time of cross-border cooperation in Russia’s north-
western and Norway’s northernmost regions. The context in which the programme 
was conducted in 2020 differed significantly from that in 2007. The period was one of 
increasingly strained relations between Russia and the West. In particular, the 2014 
events in Ukraine resulted in a new geopolitical environment that posed a challenge 
to the ideals of cross-border trust and people-to-people cooperation. Moreover, in-
ternal political developments in Russia led to more centralized power structures and 
control, also regarding civil society. Although we had expected these developments 
to have had a negative impact on the programme’s goal achievement, we find that 
the programme was closer to achieving several of its objectives in 2020 than in 2007. 
Competence transfer went both ways, both sides benefitted more equally and despite 
the geopolitical complications, the number of groups involved on both sides of the 
border did not decrease. The article identifies the main challenges between partners, 
and how they were overcome. 
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Introduction
Since 1993, a grant programme financed by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and managed by the Norwegian Barents Secretariat (NBS) has facilitated local coop-
eration between Russian and Norwegian actors. The overall aims are to build trust 
and to develop people-to-people cooperation in the Russian and Norwegian regions 
that form part of the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR). Most activities funded by 
the programme take place at the grassroots level. The programme’s thematic fields 
are assumedly low-politics: culture and sports, education and competence-building, 
business and entrepreneurship, media and information, civil society, and environ-
mental protection. Youth and indigenous peoples are prioritized target groups across 
these thematic fields (Barentssekretariatet 2022).

Since its inception in the 1990s, the Norwegian NBS’s grant programme has 
worked in a setting of shifting Norwegian–Russian ties. Initially, Russia’s central and 
regional authorities welcomed the initiative. This was a time marked by East–West 
détente, as well as the deep crisis economically and administratively in Russia in the 
aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Union. Russian authorities at the time saw the new 
cross-border arrangement as an opportunity to obtain much-needed financial and 
humanitarian assistance as well as investments from Nordic countries (Goldin 2015). 
Also, academic and cultural circles welcomed the opening up for foreign contacts. 
However, Russia’s security apparatus and the military-industrial complex were reluc-
tant, and there were concerns in Moscow that the competencies of central authorities 
versus regional ones might be affected (Goldin 2015). In the Norwegian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs there were concerns about the wisdom of letting regions “do” foreign 
policy (Robertsen 2014).

In the early 2000s, the Russian economy recovered, and the country’s self-asser-
tiveness on the international scene grew. Since 2012, when Vladimir Putin was sworn 
in for a third presidential term, Russia has become increasingly authoritarian, central-
ized and culturally conservative (see e.g., Kortukov 2020; Laruelle 2020; Lewis 2020). 
Moreover, in 2014, in the middle of the period covered by this article (2007–2020), 
Russia annexed Crimea. This was followed by sanctions and counter-sanctions and 
a generally worsened geopolitical climate. We expected that these developments in-
ternationally, as well as those in Russia, would have a negative impact on the grant 
programme’s goal attainment.

To check this assumption the article provides a systematic analysis of how the last 
decade’s contextual changes have affected the grant scheme. In particular, it examines 
key aspects of cross-border cooperation, like mutual benefit, trust and equality be-
tween partners. What have been the challenges? Have some of them been overcome—
and if so, how?

We begin with an overview of the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (the Barents Re-
gion), situating the grant scheme within that elaborate architecture. Then some core 
challenges to this type of cooperation are presented and an analytical framework out-
lined. The major part of the article offers a systematic comparison of the grant scheme 
as of 2007 and 2020. 

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the Barents Secretariat no longer 
funds projects that involve local, regional or federal authorities on the Russian side. 
Ongoing projects of this kind are put on hold until further notice. Some projects in-
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volving only independent actors, e.g., artists, may receive funding. The same applies 
to projects with Russian partners residing outside Russia (Barentssekretariatet 2022).

The Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR) and the NBS Grant  
Programme
The Norwegian NBS grant programme forms part of wider cooperative endeavours 
within the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR). Whereas BEAR covers regions in 
Finland, Sweden, Russia and Norway, the grant programme is bilateral: Norway and 
Russia. 

BEAR
Unlike the case with other cross-border regions in Europe, BEAR does not apply sole-
ly to areas close to the state borders. The region covers a full 1.75 million square kilo-
metres and has five million inhabitants. Among the urban centres in the region, only 
Murmansk and Arkhangelsk have populations of more than 100,000. Natural resourc-
es are abundant, including oil, gas, minerals, fish and forest. On the negative side, the 
region struggles with huge geographical distances, sparse population, out-migration 
and a harsh climate.

The establishment of BEAR in 1993 took place amidst widespread worries that 
Russia would destabilize, with disastrous consequences for the highly militarized 

Fig. 1. Map of the Euro-Arctic Barents Region. Source: The Arctic Centre, University of Lapland, 
Rovaniemi, Finland.
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Norwegian–Russian border. Back in 1987, Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev had held 
a speech in Murmansk in which he encouraged Russia’s Northern regions to enter into 
cooperation with other regions of the North (Gorbachev 1987). In September 1988, a 
bilateral agreement on regional cooperation between Finnmark and Murmansk was 
signed, a harbinger of what was to become the much larger, multi-level, internation-
ally anchored Barents Region (Regjeringen 2011). 

BEAR was established to institutionalize cross-border cooperation on “low pol-
itics.” In the classical definition by Hoffmann (1966) these are politics that do not 
directly affect the survival of the state. In line with this, BEAR focused on issues like 
health, economic development and environmental protection across what was seen 
as a former geopolitical fault-line requiring a “high politics” approach focusing on 
military security (Eriksson 1995; Hønneland 2010; Østhagen 2020). Attention was 
to be shifted from military issues to societal challenges (Zysk 2015). The dramatic 
differences in living conditions between the Nordic and Russian regions in the North 
were also considered a challenge (Dellenbrandt & Olsson 1994) and emphasised by 
the then Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs Johan Jørgen Holst (Holst 1994). As 
noted by Landriault, Payette and Roussel (2021) low politics issues fall within the 
competencies of local and regional authorities, and thus liberate space for the subna-
tional levels of governments. 

Regional cross-border cooperation was deemed conducive to bridging the gap 
and thus fostering stabilization. Three keywords characterized this approach to 
cross-border activities: normalization, civilization and regionalization (Hønneland 
2017: 28). Bilateral people-to-people cooperation under the NBS grant programme 
fits into this approach.

Inspired by the then-popular idea of a “Europe of the regions” to downplay the 
role of the central states (Loughlin 2019), BEAR was set up with a complex, multi-lev-
el architecture consisting of two pillars: one involving the regions, the other involving 
the central states. The regional level of government on all sides of the borders is in-
volved through the interregional Barents Regional Council (BRC). In all, 13 regions 
take part: five Russian and two Norwegian. The strong regional pillar distinguishes 
BEAR from other cross-border initiatives, like the Arctic Council, the Northern Di-
mension and the Council of the Baltic Sea States. In addition, representatives of the 
three indigenous peoples in the region are included: the Sami, the Veps and the Ne-
nets. In parallel, co-operation between Sami organizations in Finland, Russia, Norway 
and Sweden takes place through the non-governmental Saami Council. 

The four central states meet through the intergovernmental Barents Euro-Arctic 
Council (BEAC). The Barents cooperation covers industrial and commercial devel-
opment, environmental protection and climate, rescue operations at sea, indigenous 
peoples, health, culture, youth and people-to-people cooperation. Most of the practi-
cal work within BEAR is carried out by thematic joint working groups and sub-groups 
set up for several of these policy areas (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybstyna 2020). 

BEAR is characterized by the use of soft-law instruments without binding force, 
and an emphasis on knowledge- and capacity-building through programme activities 
(Stokke 2015). Trust- and confidence-building are central here. As stated in the 2013 
Declaration on the 20th Anniversary of the Barents Euro-Arctic Cooperation, with 
reference to the 2010 treaty on maritime delimitation between Russia and Norway:



14

JØRN HOLM-HANSEN & AADNE AASLAND, CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION AGAINST THE ODDS? 

JOURNAL OF NORTHERN STUDIES  VOL. 16 • NO. 1 • 2024, pp. 10–32

 
Mutual trust built through the Barents Cooperation can thus serve as a model 
for others on how neighbouring countries can resolve differences peacefully 
through dialogue and negotiations, and thus help release the huge potential of 
the regional and European integration (Barents Summit 2013) 

There was no high-level cross-border contact during the years immediately follow-
ing 2014 but soon the Barents framework was invoked for top-level meetings and 
occasions, as with the 75th anniversary of the Soviet liberation of Eastern Finnmark 
in 2019 (Holm-Hansen Aasland & Dybstyna 2020). Many of the events during that 
anniversary were organized as projects under the grants programme. According to an 
interview with one Norwegian government official:

This gives the politicians talking points they would not have had if it were not 
for the programme […] For us the Barents cooperation is always a pleasant 
thing in the bilateral setting. (Quoted in Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybstyna 
2020: 19)

The NBS Grant Programme
Ever since 1993, the NBS grants programme has facilitated regional international re-
lations between the Norwegian and Russian regions within the Barents Euro-Arctic 
Region: Nordland fylke, Troms and Finnmark fylke on the Norwegian side, and Mur-
mansk oblast, Arkhangelsk oblast, Nenets Autonomous District, the Komi Republic 
and the Republic of Karelia on the Russian side. In line with the overall approach of 
the BEAR region, the programme has addressed thematic fields conducive to joint 
social development in a wide sense. The thematic fields for cooperation have been 
selected among presumably “low” politics areas. Nonetheless, since its inception in 
the 1990s, the Norwegian NBS’s grant program has worked in a setting of shifting 
Norwegian–Russian ties, where the ideal of developing mutual trust through building 
trust and people-to-people activities has been increasingly challenged by high-poli-
tics concerns, in particular after the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Holm-
Hansen 2023). Even low-politics activities became controversial, and there were signs 
that project applicants internalized some of this caution and submitted project pro-
posals that avoid potentially sensitive issues and concepts (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & 
Dybtsyna 2020). 

Annual allocations from the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) have 
been around 25 million NOK (appr. 2.5 million euro) earmarked for projects and 15 
million for operational purposes. The programme has been funding numerous rela-
tively small project activities, some 200 to 300 projects each year. Grants have been 
distributed according to a twofold set of criteria: Firstly, the project portfolio should 
involve a wide range of public and private as well civil society institutions on both 
sides of the border. Secondly, in total the projects should cover a wide range of issues 
and include all regions of Norway that form part of the Barents Region. Only Nor-
wegian applicants may apply and they have had to have a Russian partner to receive 
funding. This latter requirement, however, was lifted in the new guidelines introduced 
after the Russian invasion of Ukraine (Barentssekretariatet 2022).

Project owners have included municipal agencies, private firms, sport clubs and 
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small charitable organizations. Projects in the immediate border regions (Kirkenes–
Nikel/Zapolyarny) as well as those with actors based in regions further from the bor-
der, like Nordland and the Komi Republic, are included. Project activities range from 
joint football trainings and matches between neighbouring football clubs in Kirkenes 
and Pechenga, to exchange of handicraft skills and the large-scale Barents Games. 
Most projects have had a non-controversial profile, but the portfolio also includes 
potentially more provocative ones (e.g., on LGBT+ and indigenous peoples).

Initially, the NBS was established to serve as secretariat of Norway’s two-year 
chairmanship of the Regional Council within the Barents Euro-Arctic Region 
(BEAR). After 1995 it continued as a project under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA). Since 1998, the Secretariat has been an interregional company owned by the 
Norwegian regions that form part of BEAR but is funded by the MFA. Its Board (Sty-
ret) and Council (Representantskapet) are composed of representatives from these two 
regions. Until 2008, the MFA had one observer on the Board. The funding and letter 
of assignment come from the MFA. The dialogue between the Secretariat and the 
MFA takes place, inter alia, in bi-annual meetings. Two of the MFA’s departments 
are involved: the Section for the High North, Polar Affairs and Marine Resources, 
and the Section for Eastern Europe, Central Asia and Regional Organizations. Under 
this structure, the Secretariat operates according to a letter of allocation from the 
national ministry implementing Norwegian foreign policies and under the supervi-
sion of regional authorities (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybtsyna 2020). This reflects 
the fundamental, multilevel ideas of the Barents cooperation, but makes for complex 
manoeuvring.

The Secretariat’s core function is to facilitate bilateral people-to-people coopera-
tion between the Norwegian and Russian regions that form part of BEAR. In addition, 
the NBS is to serve as a competence centre for Norwegian–Russian relations in the 
North; and to take part in the public debate and draw attention to regional people- 
to-people cooperation. As of 2021, the NBS had 11 staff members in Norway and six 
in its offices in Russia (in Arkhangelsk, Murmansk and Naryan-Mar), the latter staffed 
by Russian citizens.

Challenges
Despite widespread initial optimism, obstacles to the people-to-people cooperation 
have existed from the start. Some of these difficulties sprang from lack of understand-
ing of each other’s realities and ways of thinking. These led to follow-up errors that 
have continued to challenge the cooperation.

Firstly, the emphasis on cross-border region-building proved easier said than 
done. BEAR has been underpinned by “region-building” endeavours aimed at con-
structing a regional identity for the region’s inhabitants, based on the concept of the 
region as a natural unity with its population as “insiders” by virtue of being “North-
erners.” As pointed out by Hønneland (2017: 31, 39) the idea that “Northernness 
alone gave an intuitive feeling of how the others thought” was an over-simplification. 
For centuries, those living on either side of the border had inhabited different cultural 
spheres. Moreover, as pointed out by Mikhailova (2016) the cross-border region was 
divided by differences in legislation, administrative systems and policies.

The use of the term Pomor offers an illustrative example of misunderstanding of 
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each other’s realities. The Norwegian side promoted historical narratives emphasizing 
the mutual contacts that had existed through the Pomor trade, referring to the ex-
change of Russian flour with Norwegian fish from around 1740 to around 1920, which 
even led to a simple pidgin language, russenorsk. On the Norwegian side, Pomor was 
evoked to build the cross-border region, whereas attempts at mobilizing the original 
Northerner population in Russia’s north-western coastal areas as a Pomor sub-ethnos 
were met by accusations of separatism by the authorities (Shabaev et al. 2016). 

Secondly, many Norwegian actors were slow to recognize the changes in Russia 
after the country recovered in the early 2000s. Thus, they continued to offer human-
itarian aid that might have been relevant in the 1990s but was no longer needed, as 
living standards and public finances in Russia were improving. At times, Russian part-
ners considered this approach to be condescending. This obstructed work towards a 
core ideal of the cooperation: building trust between peers through people-to-people 
cooperation. 

Thirdly, in addition to the follow-up errors, the increasingly centralized Russian 
regime and geopolitical animosity have put the intended people-to-people coopera-
tion under stress. Regardless of the significance of meeting places, Russia’s 2012 “for-
eign agents law,” the law on undesirable organizations (2015) and the media agent 
law (2017) reflect the growing centralization as well as the disciplining of civil society 
(Bogdanova 2017; Tulaeva, Tysiachniuk & Henry 2017).

The “de-securitized” approach applied in the Barents co-operation has taken place 
in an environment of increasing militarization in the North (Østhagen 2020; Åtland & 
Kabanenko 2020). The Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 was followed by restric-
tive measures, or sanctions, imposed by the EU (and followed by Norway) on the one 
hand, and counter-sanctions by Russia on the other. However, none of these measures 
had a direct impact on the grant-funded collaboration. Russian counter-sanctions pri-
marily affected Norwegian seafood exports, whereas the EU/Norwegian restrictions 
concerned technology and defence. Moreover, state-to-state cooperation between 
coastal guards, border guards, search-and-rescue agencies, as well as warning and 
handling of incidents at sea, remained unchanged. Bilateral cooperation in fisheries 
and the environment has been continued, reflecting the fact that this is a functional 
region, although mainly maritime. 

Despite developments in Russia and on the international scene, the Norwegian 
government in its report to the Storting (the Norwegian parliament) for 2020/2021 
stated: “to a large degree, the value of the Barents cooperation consists in its stable 
and relatively uncontroversial arrangements, with predictability and good relations in 
several policy areas” (Regjeringen 2020). 

Analytical Approach
BEAR came about as a result of region-building. As Neumann (1994: 58) points out, 
the existence of regions is preceded by the existence of region-builders, who “im-
agine a certain spatial and chronological identity for a region, and disseminate this 
imagined identity to others.” Transborder regions are talked and written into exist-
ence but unlike in the case of nation-building, region-building implies transcending 
state borders. Following Browning (2003), initiatives like the Northern Dimension, 
the Council of Baltic Sea States and BEAR aim to build regional networks outside the 
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framework and independent of sovereign entities. As outlined in the section Chal-
lenges above, the post-modernist and post-sovereignist optimism of the 1990s, how-
ever, proved only partly to survive the developments that were to follow. 

Cross-border people-to-people cooperation has been applied in a range of settings 
by civic activists as well as governments—for instance, for peacekeeping and reconcili-
ation between adversaries (Herzog & Hai 2005) or to prepare for geopolitical advances, 
e.g., along the Belt and Road Initiative (Shrestha 2019). In Europe, people-to-people 
cooperation is primarily used in order to facilitate day-to-day interaction among rel-
atively likeminded populations on both sides of a shared border, as with the Nordic 
countries (Strang 2016) and the EU member states (Klatt & Wassenberg 2017). 

BEAR is a “hybrid” variety in this respect. First, by including both Russian and 
Nordic territories, the region is diverse—indeed, that is why the region was “created” 
in the first place. As such it has similarities with the EU Neighbourhood Policy, which 
covers most of the EU’s external borders except those with Russia (Schumacher & 
Bouris 2016). Second, by including areas far from the border, especially as measured 
in travel time, BEAR is not solely a cross-border arrangement. However, for settle-
ments close to the borders, like Kirkenes and Nikel, it certainly is one. The Norwe-
gian–Russian border is peripheral and crosses a sparsely populated area. However, the 
area is of high military importance for both sides, and a visa is required to cross the 
border. The intensity of people-to-people interaction suffered from this also before 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. 

In his much-cited article, van Houtum (2000) distinguishes three strands of de-
bate concerning borders and border regions, centred on flow, cross-border coopera-
tion and people, respectively. The first sees borders as an obstacle to the natural flows 
of (mostly economic) activity. The cross-border approach is mainly concerned with 
the structures and processes needed to overcome the hindrances created by borders. 
The former could be said to be mainly descriptive, with the latter more activist and 
focused on creating potential dynamics in the border area. 

Van Houtum’s third perspective—the people approach—emphasizes mental crea-
tion as well as the shaping and reshaping of the meaning of borders by human beings, 
including ordinary citizens, politicians and firms. As noted by Brunet-Jailly (2011: 
3), borders are “institutions that result from bordering policies—they are thus about 
people.” Rather than being seen solely as barriers, borders are viewed in light of how 
people’s behaviours, actions and mindsets make them relevant. 

Both cross-border and people-oriented approaches have been applied in the bor-
derlands between Russia and Norway. For instance, cross-border measures were tak-
en to increase flow as early as the 1990s, when the Norwegian government funded 
snow clearance of a border road. In 2012, local border traffic permits were introduced, 
allowing people residing up to 30 kilometres from the Russian–Norwegian border to 
visit this area without a visa (Jonassen 2022). However, such measures affect only a 
very small part of the vast Barents Region. 

People-to-people projects go one step further in bringing people together, with 
measures varying according to the context. Prior conflict or isolation, wealth gaps and 
a shared language are relevant here. Bar Tal and Teichman (2005: 391–393) draw on 
the Israel–Palestine conflict in noting some psychological steps that should be made, 
although that case is not directly transferable to the Barents setting. 
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Three of these steps are of particular relevance for the Barents Region. Firstly, 
there is a need for personalization, for recognizing that those living on the other side 
of the border are “like us.” This has been emphasized in speeches and documents ever 
since the establishment of the Barents Region, to such an extent that the differences 
in people’s frames of reference may have been under-communicated. Secondly, equal-
ization entails viewing the other group “at eye level.” Overcoming the Norwegian “aid 
mentality” in relations to most of the world has been a challenge in the Barents Co-
operation. Russians have been portrayed as being “needy” and the Norwegians “good 
helpers” (Hønneland 1998). The third challenge is being able to recognize the other 
side as just as diverse and heterogeneous as one’s own side. 

Data and Methods
Data for this article were collected via two evaluations of cross-border collabora-
tion between Norway and Russia made possible by a grants programme adminis-
tered by the NBS and funded by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), 
conducted in 2007 and 2020, respectively (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybtsyna 2008; 
Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybtsyna 2020). In both evaluations, triangulation of data 
collection methods was applied: Besides scrutiny of project reports and relevant pol-
icy documents, the evaluations involved individual and group interviews with pro-
gramme stakeholders (e.g. NBS representatives in Kirkenes and local offices in Rus-
sia, board members and advisers), key policy-makers at national (e.g. the Norwegian 
MFA) and regional levels, interviews with project leaders and participants in Norway 
and Russia, and web-based surveys sent to project leaders and their partners in both 
countries. 

Our cases for in-depth studies in 2007 and 2020 were chosen in cooperation with 
the NBS to cover as many aspects of the Secretariat’s activities as possible, and to be 
representative of the grant programme. They were selected to provide insights into 
factors that enable or inhibit productive cross-border collaboration under the current 
rather strained geopolitical conditions.

Detailed information about data collection in both evaluations, including inter-
view guides and questionnaires, can be found in two openly accessible project re-
ports (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybtsyna 2008; Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybtsyna 
2020). The criteria for the selection of case studies for more in-depth analyses are also 
described in these reports.

Table 1 gives an overview of interviews and survey respondents. Interviewees were 
selected to cover all thematic fields and regions involved. The lower number of survey 
respondents in 2020 compared to 2007 is due mainly to differences in the project 
portfolio characterized by a smaller number of (comparatively larger) projects in the 
most recent programme period. To enable comparison between the two surveys, most 
of the questions asked were identical. Several open-ended questions were included, to 
allow the respondents to elaborate further on some of the key survey themes. 



19

JØRN HOLM-HANSEN & AADNE AASLAND, CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION AGAINST THE ODDS? 

JOURNAL OF NORTHERN STUDIES  VOL. 16 • NO. 1 • 2024, pp. 10–32

Limitations
Even though for the most part questionnaire items were equal in the two surveys, 
some challenges when comparing the two survey years should be mentioned. Firstly, 
the project portfolio in the two years was somewhat different, e.g., in terms of size of 
projects and distribution of projects on thematic areas. We compare the portfolio in 
the two years without controlling for such differences. Secondly, with the rather small 
number of respondents in each survey year, only relatively large differences in results 
can be considered statistically significant. Since we have only aggregate data for the 
2007 survey, we are not able to run proper significance tests. Typical margins of error 
for the 2020 survey are around ± 8 per cent and ± 4 per cent in 2007. Given that we 
have surveyed a substantial proportion of grant recipients and not a random sample 
of a larger population, we would still argue that the results are meaningful and likely 
to reflect the respondents’ experiences and attitudes in the two survey years reason-
ably well. 

The Project Co-Operation
The number of project applications has been kept quite stable in the 2010–2019 pe-
riod, as shown in Figure 2. Thus, changes in the geopolitical environment, as well 
as changes in Russian legislation and regulations, generally appear to have had little 
effect on the number of project applications. 

The funds are Norwegian, the programme is administered from Norway and 
only Norwegian actors can apply. This means a risk of projects being driven more by 
Norwegian supply than Russian demand. For example, Norwegian actors have been 
keen to share their experiences and practices with Russian counterparts, without tak-
ing demand sufficiently into consideration. Memories of the aid-oriented approach 

 	 2007	 2020

Total number of interviewees  
(including participants in group interviews)	 65	 57

Interviews with project leaders/participants	 32	 31

in Norway	 14	 16

in Russia	 18	 15

Number of web-based survey respondents	 140	 60

in Norway	 69	 35

in Russia	 67	 25

in other countries	 4	 -

Project case studies	 14	 20

Table 1. Interviewees and survey respondents in 2007 and 2020 evaluations.
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Fig. 2. Number of project applications received per year, 2010–2019.

(Figures provided by the Barents Secretariat on the basis of projekt portal.)

from the 1990s may have lingered on. Therefore, the 2007 evaluation recommended 
emphasizing mutual gains on both sides (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dybtsyna 2008: 
121). Consequently, the NBS made mutual benefits of projects an explicit prerequisite 
for funding. This seems to have had the intended impact.

In the 2007 survey, the direction of competence transfer was more frequently re-
ported as going from Norway to Russia. By 2020 this had evened out: indeed, trans-
fer of competence from Russia to Norway was now noted slightly more often than 
the converse. In its most basic manifestation—material support, e.g., buying equip-
ment—this approach had shifted in most projects already in 2007 and was reduced 
even further by 2020 (see Fig. 3).

Interviews with participants show that projects based on skills and specialized 
interests in, e.g., music, handicrafts, vocational subjects or sports have provided mu-
tual inspiration, often leading to the wish for further specialization. Young Norwegian 
musicians got a wakeup call when they realized how advanced their Russian counter-
parts were, according to a project leader, who added that this inspired the Norwegian 
children to work harder. Instructors learned didactic skills from their Russian coun-
terparts. 

The Arctic Skills vocational competition project offers another illustrative exam-
ple of mutual learning. In the project, Russian and Norwegian students of health work 
were found to differ as to what tasks they excelled in. The Russian students were better 
at technical skills whereas the Norwegians were better at communicating with pa-
tients. After having realized these competitive disadvantages, in the following year’s 
competition, both teams had improved their skills where they had been weak.

However, a few signs hint at possible negative developments. These could pos-



21

JØRN HOLM-HANSEN & AADNE AASLAND, CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION AGAINST THE ODDS? 

JOURNAL OF NORTHERN STUDIES  VOL. 16 • NO. 1 • 2024, pp. 10–32

sibly be explained by strained political relations (see below). These concern lower 
involvement of the authorities, at the local and, especially, national and federal levels 
(see Figure 4). These findings might indicate somewhat less political commitment to 
collaboration across the Russian–Norwegian border.

Fig. 3. Profile of projects in 2020 compared to 2007: percentage of projects involving various 
components “to a large extent.”
Questionnaire item: “To what extent has your project involved the following components?” An-
swer categories: “To a large extent,” “To some extent,” “To a minor extent,” “Not at all,” “Do not 
know/not relevant.” The latter responses were removed.

Fig. 4. Involvement of local and national/federal authorities in project implementation. Percentage 
reporting “to a large extent.”
Questionnaire item: “To what extent has your project involved the following components?” An-
swer categories: “To a large extent,” “To some extent,” “To a minor extent,” “Not at all,” “Do not 
know/not relevant.” The latter responses were removed.
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Project Features—Positive and Negative
Given recent developments in high-level politics, an increased risk of distrust might 
have been expected, also in people-to-people settings. Or mistrust might have been 
triggered as a result of the project cooperation itself, due to misunderstandings or 
poor adaptation to context. However, a large percentage of respondents on both sides 
of the border in 2020 reported that their project was characterized by high levels of 
mutual trust: 91 per cent of Russian and 85 per cent of Norwegian respondents (this 
question was not included in the 2007 survey). Since the overall aim of the grant 
programme is to “promote trust and people-to-people cooperation” (Holm-Hansen, 
Aasland & Dybstyna 2020: 12) the high score on trust is an indication of success. 

On the other hand, nowhere in the documents underlying the grant programme 
has trust been defined. In the interviews, we found that respondents equated trust 
with low level of friction in communicating with each other and mutual involvement. 
Doing this, the interviewees very often made a point of stating that they experienced 
partners on the other side of the border as being not so different from themselves after 
all. Assuming that this makes sense, although the question on mutual trust was not 
explicitly asked in 2007, the collaboration climate appears to have improved consider-
ably during this time period (see Fig. 5). In particular, we note that more respondents 
think that closer ties have developed during the project period. Also, as shown in Figure 
3, the balance between project partners and mutual benefit appears to have improved. 
In the in-depth interviews, many interviewees related how their prejudices have been 
overcome. In other words, what was referred to as “personalization” and “equalization”  
above, was achieved.

Fig. 5. The extent to which project collaboration has positive features: percentage reporting “to a 
large extent.”
Questionnaire item: “To what extent has the collaboration between Russian and Norwegian part-
ners in the project been characterized by the following?” Answer categories: “To a large extent,” 
“To some extent,” “To a minor extent,” “Not at all,” “Not relevant/don’t know.” The latter respon-
ses were removed.
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Building trust takes time and results here come primarily as side-effects of shared 
interests in specific project activities. The driving force is not necessarily the wish to 
contribute to the development of cross-border trust, but to be able to engage in fa-
vourite activities, e.g., in culture or sports, with those on the other side of the border. 
The question of mutual benefit is central here. 

While according to our respondents, positive features had become more prevalent 
in projects in 2020 than they were in 2007, the opposite was the case with negative 
features, as shown in Figure 6. Of the positive features, it is, in particular, the devel-
opment of closer ties between the partners during the project period, and the good 
balance achieved between them, that were more frequently reported in 2020 than in 
2007. Of the negative features, the greatest reduction was observed for reported pro-
fessional differences and diverging views on project implementation.

Given the overriding aim of the programme, the fact that project owners continu-
ously come back with new projects is both a sign that the programme achieves results 
(a wish for cross-border contacts) and a pre-condition for goal achievement (building 
trust takes time). The survey shows that many of the respondents had long experience 
with Barents project collaboration: seven per cent had started their project activities 
before 2000 and more than half of the respondents had started project collaboration 
before 2014. 

Findings from 2020 also indicate that since the start of the grant programme in 
the early 1990s, a generation of project participants have been growing up with close 
ties to Norway and Russia, “The Barents Generation” (Holm-Hansen, Aasland & Dyb- 

Fig. 6. Percentage reporting presence of negative features in their project “to a large extent.”
Questionnaire item: “To what extent has the collaboration between Russian and Norwegian part-
ners in the project been characterized by the following?” Answer categories: “To a large extent,” 
“To some extent,” “To a minor extent,” “Not at all,” “Not relevant/don’t know.” The latter respon-
ses were removed.
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tsyna 2020: 30). Some people are now in positions of power, and it is reasonable to ex-
pect them to be open to further collaboration. Others decided to study Norwegian or 
Russian, this implying that they will be involved in Russian or Norwegian activities in 
the future. The Russian invasion of Ukraine will put such ambitions on a halt, though.

An interesting observation from the 2020 evaluation concerns the role of the 
Russian diaspora in Northern Norway. Among project holders, Norwegian citizens 
with a Russian background and Russians living in Norway are frequent. In particular, 
representatives of the diaspora community contribute in sports and culture projects, 
bringing with them high competence, not least their inter-cultural and inter-institu-
tional competence.

The role of the NBS should also be mentioned. Only three per cent of the respond-
ents in 2020 reported difficulties involving programme administration, as compared 
with the already low level of ten per cent in 2007. Our in-depth interviews show that 
the NBS advisers follow up projects closely and practise a hands-on approach, starting 
with dialogue between adviser and applicant during the preparation of applications. 
Thus, attempts at including pro forma Russian partners for a project that is de facto 
solely Norwegian will be detected and applicants recommended to make greater ef-
forts at finding real partners. Here the Secretariat’s three offices in Russia can assist; 
advice on how to avoid potential controversies is also offered.

However, our in-depth interviews and open-ended questions in the 2020 survey 
show greater surveillance of project activities on the Russian side than previously. 
There is less freedom for Russian partners to engage in cooperation, and more admin-
istrative barriers. One practical obstacle concerns difficulties in transferring money 
between the countries, which one interviewee ascribes to “political decisions.”

Project Achievements 
Equality Between Project Partners
Given the grant programme’s objectives, and the general objectives of the Barents 
Region, equality between partners from both sides of the border is essential. Our sur-
vey shows a marked increase in respondents reporting success in terms of achieving 
a high degree of equality between partners. By 2020, 56 per cent of respondents re-
ported that their project was “very successful” in this regard, while the corresponding 
figure in 2007 was only 37 per cent. 

Further analysis offers additional insights into differences in terms of Norwe-
gian project leaders’ and Russian project partners’ survey responses on equality. On 
most survey items, the two categories give rather similar assessments, but we also 
find some notable differences. For example, Russian respondents are far more likely 
than Norwegians to perceive the partnership as characterized by equality and a shared 
understanding of problems and challenges, in addition to feeling strongly confident 
that there is openness and transparency between the partners. They also more often 
appreciate the better funding opportunities and the moral support provided by their 
partners. On the other hand, Norwegian respondents tend to believe that their project 
has strengthened their partners in the local setting.

These findings from the survey may in part be explained by the fact that even 
though it is the Norwegian partner who must be the formal applicant, the initiative 
often comes from the Russian side. Applications are often co-written by the Norwe-
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gian and Russian partner, giving both sides ownership to, and responsibility for, the 
success of the project.

Self-Reported Success
As noted above, it does not seem that the deterioration of political relations between 
Norway and Russia during the past decade has seriously affected Norwegian–Russian 
people-to-people project collaboration in the Barents region. For most of the survey 
items concerning perceived project achievements, the improvements along the larger 
set of indicators are much more prominent than any setbacks.

Our main finding is that project participants report higher levels of success in 
reaching their goals on a large number of dimensions in 2020 than they did in 2007 
(see Fig. 7). The increase has been particular noteworthy as regards establishing 
long-lasting Russian–Norwegian networks, from a level quite high already in 2007. 
We also find a marked increase in respondents reporting success in terms of achieving 
a high degree of equality between partners. This mirrors our finding of more transfer 
of mutual competence in projects. 

Projects are now even less linked to national (Norway) and federal (Russia) insti-
tutions than in 2007. This should not necessarily be interpreted as a negative devel-
opment, given the programme’s regional profile and focus on people-to-people coop-
eration. When asked about major obstacles in project implementation, significantly 
fewer respondents mentioned bureaucratic obstacles: from just below 40 per cent to 
well under 30 per cent. 

Fig. 7. Project achievements: percentage asserting that their project has been “very successful” 
in terms of specific criteria.
Questionnaire item: “How successful would you say that the project you have been involved 
in has been in terms of ...” Answer categories: “Very successful,” “Rather successful,” “Rather 
unsuccessful,” “Very unsuccessful,” “Not relevant/do not know.” The latter responses were 
removed.



26

JØRN HOLM-HANSEN & AADNE AASLAND, CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION AGAINST THE ODDS? 

JOURNAL OF NORTHERN STUDIES  VOL. 16 • NO. 1 • 2024, pp. 10–32

Further, respondents reported more positive impacts of their projects in 2020 than 
in 2007 (Fig. 8). We note considerably higher scores than in 2008 for items such as 
competence development, access to networks, strengthened position of partners in 
the local setting, funding opportunities and moral support. There was no reduction in 
reported positive impacts for any items in the 2007–2020 period.

External Pressures. Political Tensions and COVID-19
When asked directly in the 2020 survey whether changes in bilateral political rela-
tions between Norway and Russia had affected their project, either negatively or pos-
itively (Fig. 9), around half of the respondents answered that they had not affected 
their project, or only to a minor extent. Some respondents (Norwegians only) even 
held that there had been positive effects on their project; about one in five reported 
negative effects, most of them Norwegian respondents. By contrast, Russians were 
more inclined to tick the “Don’t know” option. Figure 10 shows that a much higher 
percentage of respondents reported negative effects from the COVID-19 pandemic 
than from deterioration of political relations for project implementation (between 
two thirds and three quarters of the respondents), with closed borders between Russia 
and Norway posing obvious challenges for project planning and implementation.

Politically Controversial Projects 
Some projects have been politically controversial, even though the NBS runs risk 
analyses of potentially controversial projects, and many project applicants try to en-
sure that they submit proposals that avoid potentially sensitive topics and concepts. 
Our in-depth interviews showed that this primarily concerns projects on indigenous 
peoples (the Sami) and LGBT+.

Most project proposals in the thematic field of indigenous peoples now focus on 

Fig. 8. Reported most important positive impacts of project, %.
Questionnaire item: “Which of the following would you say are the most important positive im-
pact(s) of the project? Several answers possible.”
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Fig. 9. Assessment of impact of deteriorating bilateral political relations between Russia and 
Norway on project implementation, by country, %.
Questionnaire item: “Have any of the following factors affected project implementation? Bilateral 
political relations between Norway and Russia.”

Fig. 10. Assessment of impact of COVID-19 on project implementation, by country, %.
Questionnaire item: “Have any of the following factors affected project implementation? The 
COVID-19 pandemic.”
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presumedly non-controversial issues, like language preservation, reindeer husbandry, 
or culinary tourism. Nonetheless, indigenous issues remain potentially controversial 
in both countries, especially when rights to natural resources are involved. On the 
Russian side, the institutional representation of indigenous peoples is still quite con-
troversial, and NGO’s in this policy area risk having to register as “foreign agents” 
(Zmyvalova 2020). The fact that the Sami are a cross-border ethnic group adds to 
the sensitivity of the issue (Berg-Nordlie 2015). In addition, there are internal rival-
ries among Russian Sami activists and groups. Some of these are particularly relevant 
for the grant programme because they are linked to side-effects of foreign funding. 
Norwegian funding of Russian Sami activities in the 1990s was generous. This ena-
bled “gatekeepers” to position themselves, resulting in long-lasting resentment among 
those who lost out. Also, some pragmatic Russian Sami activists who were prepared 
to join government-supported platforms for indigenous affairs have gained the im-
pression that this would mean losing prestige among funders and potential partners 
in the Nordic countries.

The conservative turn in Russian family politics is another possible source of con-
troversy, as it runs counter to trends on the Norwegian side of the border. However, 
we found that Russia’s conservative turn has not led to less focus on gender issues in 
the project portfolio. On the contrary, gender and equal rights perspectives appear 
to have been strengthened since 2007: the inclusion of gender and equal rights has 
increased from being an element in 15 per cent of the projects in 2007 to 30 per cent 
in 2020.

LGBT+ rights, however, may be considered to have a more serious potential for 
controversy, but here, too, the grant programme shows results. The Barents Pride fes-
tival, officially called the Barents Exchange, was organized in Kirkenes for the first 
time in 2017, and with funding from the grants programme. This has grown into 
an annual success co-arranged by groups in Murmansk, Arkhangelsk, Tromsø and 
Kirkenes—an example of cross-border mutual benefit for the groups involved. The 
first Barents Pride grant came after the NBS had conducted a risk analysis and also 
obtained information and advice from the MFA and the Barents offices in Russia. Lat-
er, the NBS received comments from representatives of regional authorities in Russia 
that this arrangement did not deserve support. 

Conclusions 
As we saw above, talking and writing the Barents Region into existence turned out 
not to work smoothly. Nonetheless, against the odds, the bilateral Barents people-to- 
people cooperation funded by the Norwegian Barents Secretariat grant programme 
has proved capable of surviving. It survived three main contextual phases—the “aid” 
period of the 1990s, the Russian economic and administrative revival of the early 
2000, and then the rivalries between Russia and Euro-Atlantic structures. All three 
phases have posed specific challenges to the core aims of the programme which are to 
create trust and people-to-people cooperation. 

During the current phase of international rivalry, Russia has become more asser-
tive, culturally conservative and also more centralized, all likely to be disadvantageous 
to open, regionally based international cooperation. Externally, the events in Crimea 
since 2014 and the ensuing sanctions further harmed the prospects for a cooperative 
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atmosphere. Given these developments, we had hypothesized that achievement of 
the stated objectives of this low-level, trust-promoting people-to-people cooperation 
would be jeopardized. To check this hypothesis, we compared the NBS grant pro-
gramme as of 2007 and 2020. We found that the hypothesis could not be supported. 
The NBS programme was closer to achieving several of its core objectives in 2020 than 
in 2007, despite the challenges posed to it. 

Whereas the belief from the 1990s that a cross-border region could be “talked” 
into existence failed to take deep-seated differences into account, the NBS has been 
able to make the region attain a certain level of existence through concrete people- 
to-people cooperation involving those willing to engage in it. Despite the troubled 
times, the programme has been able to reduce some of the psychological barriers to 
people-to-people cooperation listed by Bar Tal and Teichman (2005). The cooperation 
has become more “personalized” in the sense that partners on one side of the border 
perceive their partners on the other side as being more like themselves. Participants 
on both sides of the border who have taken part in Barents projects since they were 
young and over a certain time span—the so-called “Barents Generation”—epitomise 
this. 

Moreover, our findings show that partners have made steps towards “equaliza-
tion,” seeing each other “eye-to eye.” Some unfortunate legacies from the 1990s have 
been overcome, notably the earlier tendency of the Norwegian side to apply a kind 
of “development aid approach.” In 2007, competence transfer went predominantly 
from Norway to Russia—now it goes both ways, with even a slight predominance of 
transfer from Russia to Norway. The high level of mutual trust as well as benefit from 
project activities, as reflected in the survey and interviews, can be seen as indications 
of this. 

The programme’s “low politics” approach were put under strain due to the in-
creasingly unfavourable context of geopolitical tension and Russian authoritarianism. 
Although some fields of cooperation were affected by this to the extent that they are 
hardly “de-securitized” anymore, notably indigenous rights and LGBT+, we find that 
the project cooperation in these fields between Russian and Norwegian actors were 
upheld. The number of groups on both sides of the border willing to engage in joint 
projects did not decrease as a result of geopolitical or other political complications 
between the two countries. 

One explanation why the NBS grant programme was to survive and thrive may be 
its clear-cut “people approach” in terms of van Houtum’s (2000) classification, where 
borders are made relevant through people’s behaviour, actions and mindsets, rather 
than as barriers. Given the security issues between the two states involved here, this 
approach has its limitations. Nonetheless, people-to-people activists have found it rel-
evant to work together within the limits given. 

In short, the programme was successful in its “people approach,” making mean-
ingful practices out of the fact that there is a border. This was possible thanks to what 
van Houtum calls “the cross-border approach” which is concerned with the structures 
and dynamics needed to overcome the hindrances that borders create. Important in 
this regard is the fact that the Norwegian government provided stable funding of 
the programme since the 1990s, treating it as a goodwill issue in bilateral relations 
with Russia. One outcome of this stable support is that the NBS was able to develop 
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into a competence centre for the programme’s wide-ranging projects. In interviews, 
many project owners mentioned that the Secretariat’s facilitation had helped them to 
avoid pitfalls. Indeed, the Norwegian Barents Secretariat and its grant programme 
has offered structures and dynamics for cross-border people-to-people cooperation 
to thrive. 

The future of the people-to-people collaboration now mostly depends on external 
factors, i.e. the war in Ukraine, and whether and when there will be a normalisation 
of Russia’s relations with the West, including Norway. At the time of writing the pros-
pects look quite grim, at least for the nearest future. All official collaboration between 
Norway and Russia has been suspended by Norwegian authorities. However, there is 
still some limited room for Norwegian actors to collaborate with non-state actors in 
Russia with financial support from the NBS.

A long period without communication and joint activities is certainly going to 
make it more complicated to start up again. However, the good relations between the 
partners who have built up trust in each other over years will make it easier to recom-
mence if, hopefully, more normal collaboration can be resumed in the not too distant 
future. Preserving the main platforms for such collaboration, the Barents, Arctic and 
Northern Dimension institutions, would then make resumption of the collaboration 
with Russia go smoother than if the programme had to start all over again.
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