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CEI Plan of Action 2027-2030
 

I. Introduction 

This Plan of Action provides a comprehensive framework for the activities of the Central European Initiative (CEI) over the period 2027–2030. Building on the CEI's mandate as a regional platform for political dialogue and practical cooperation, the Plan of Action aims to guide the Organisation's work in responding to the evolving needs and priorities of its Member States.

The document reflects the CEI's continued commitment to fostering regional cooperation in support of European integration and promotion of sustainable development. It takes into account the opportunities arising from the current momentum of the EU accession process, the final phase of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as well as the need to continue to support Ukraine and to strengthen connectivity, resilience and security amid a changing geopolitical landscape and an increasingly fragile multilateral order. In this regard, connectivity—in its physical, institutional and people-to-people dimensions—will remain a guiding thread of the CEI's work throughout the implementation of this Plan of Action.

1. The CEI Strategic approach to regional cooperation

For almost four decades, the CEI has promoted regional cooperation as a means of fostering closer ties, mutual trust and solidarity among its Member States. Today, the CEI stands as the largest framework for regional cooperation in Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, committed to two mutually reinforcing objectives at the core of its mission: supporting the European integration process and promoting the sustainable development of the CEI region.

Bringing together EU and non-EU countries, the CEI provides a common space for political dialogue, the exchange of knowledge and experience, institutional capacity-building, and the development of concrete actions in pursuit of shared objectives. This principle of equality is a defining feature of the Initiative's strategic approach: rather than operating as a donor–recipient relationship, the CEI enables Member States - whether long-standing EU members or countries at different stages of the accession process - to engage as partners in a shared regional project, jointly setting priorities and shaping solutions. Throughout its history, this approach has allowed the CEI to accompany successive rounds of EU enlargement, while continuing to serve as a platform for frank, results-oriented exchange between countries inside and outside the Union.

Through its inclusive, flexible and project-oriented approach, the CEI fosters partnerships among governments, institutions, parliaments, local authorities, academia, youth, civil society and the private sector. This multistakeholder approach ensures that political dialogue at the highest level is complemented by the practical experience and perspectives of a broad range of actors on the ground. Moreover, it allows the CEI to sustain dialogue simultaneously across different institutional and societal levels, rather than relying on a single channel of engagement. By connecting decision-makers with non-state actors, the CEI builds trust and cooperation across different layers of society, translating shared political priorities into concrete initiatives that generate tangible benefits for Member States and citizens alike. In doing so, it contributes to creating an enabling environment that facilitates the gradual integration of its candidate countries into the European Union, while reinforcing cooperation and cohesion across the wider Central, Eastern and South-Eastern European region.

This combination of equal-footing political dialogue and multistakeholder cooperation constitutes the CEI's distinctive strategic asset. It keeps the Organisation agile enough to respond to emerging challenges and opportunities, while offering a stable, long-term framework for its Member States' shared objectives.

2. Ongoing Russian aggression against Ukraine and responding to a changing regional and international context

Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine has fundamentally reshaped the international context in which the CEI operates. The war has caused an immense human and economic toll on Ukraine, while producing ripple effects across the entire CEI region: disruptions to energy supplies, food security and supply chains, together with mounting security concerns, have directly affected the everyday lives of citizens and tested the resilience of Member States' economies and institutions. The protracted nature of the ongoing Russia’s war of aggression has compounded these effects, turning what might once have been treated as a temporary shock into a structural feature of the region's strategic environment. Russian aggression, moreover, continues to expand in its hybrid forms throughout the CEI region, adding new threats and a further layer of complexity to an already demanding security landscape. A negotiated comprehensive, just and lasting peace for Ukraine, in line with the UN Charter and the principles of sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity, is therefore essential not only for Ukraine but for the security, stability and prosperity of the entire CEI region.

Russia’s war of aggression is unfolding against a broader evolution in the international order. The security architecture in place for decades has been gradually shifting, marked by changing power dynamics and a more fragmented political landscape across the continent. Interdependence, once regarded principally as a guarantee of stability, is now approached with a degree of caution, as the region's efforts to diversify energy supplies and reduce dependence on single sources have shown. In this environment, connectivity and cooperation are increasingly understood as choices to be made thoughtfully, grounded in trust and shared alignment among partners.

At the same time, the war has reinforced the momentum behind EU enlargement, lending renewed impetus to the integration process. Sustaining this momentum will require continued attention to areas such as infrastructure, agriculture, institutional capacity and the rule of law, as well as to keeping progress broadly shared across the region, so that the enlargement process retains its credibility and the confidence of citizens.

Beyond the immediate geopolitical challenges, the region’s resilience also depends on its ability to address longer-term climate and environmental challenges. With 2030 — the deadline set by the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development — fast approaching, further efforts are needed to advance the Sustainable Development Goals. Rising exposure to floods, droughts and other extreme weather events, alongside continued pressure on natural resources, is adding to existing economic and social pressures. This narrowing timeframe calls for increased action and highlights the value of regional cooperation in pooling resources and expertise and addressing remaining implementation gaps.

These dynamics reinforce the value of a coordinated regional response. Many of the challenges extend across national borders and can benefit from closer cooperation, exchange of expertise and shared approaches. With its broad membership across Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe and its experience in combining political dialogue with practical cooperation, the CEI can contribute to collective efforts to address them.

3. Bridging political dialogue and practical cooperation

Political dialogue lies at the heart of the CEI and runs through all its activities, with the Initiative standing out for its ability to translate this dialogue into practical cooperation. This capacity stems from the interplay of several pillars and dimensions, each contributing a distinct layer to the Initiative's overall architecture. Its multi-dimensional and multi-stakeholder structure brings together governments, which steer the Initiative’s work, as well as parliaments, economic actors, regions, local authorities, academia, youth and civil society. Its financial instruments complement this structure by providing different channels for cooperation, from capacity-building and technical assistance to project-based activities and peer-to-peer exchanges. 

The governmental dimension, anchored in the rotating Presidency, the Committee of National Coordinators (CNC) and the annual Ministerial Meeting, provides strategic direction and sets the political priorities for CEI cooperation, with the CEI Summit offering a further opportunity to increase the political visibility, strategic relevance and impact of the CEI. The parliamentary dimension complements this work, bringing national parliaments into the dialogue and reinforcing political convergence at the legislative level. The economic dimension extends the conversation to the business community, while the emerging local dimension is progressively opening a channel through which communities, local authorities and civil society organisations can feed into the Initiative’s priorities from the ground up. The annually rotating Presidency provides the general framework for these activities, while the everyday activities linked to this operational method are handled by the CEI-Executive Secretariat (CEI-ES).

What distinguishes the CEI is that this multi-layered political dialogue does not remain confined to declarations and high-level meetings, but it is translated into concrete actions supported through its CEI's funds.

The CEI Cooperation Fund, financed through annual contributions from all Member States, is the Organisation's main multilateral tool for implementing its strategic goals, supporting activities ranging from short-term events such as meetings, workshops, conferences and trainings — aimed at building longer-term relations and networks among stakeholders — to larger, longer-term activities in focus areas identified annually by the CNC to address particularly pressing challenges; cooperating with other international and regional organisations on matters of mutual interest; and helping the Member State holding the annual CEI Presidency implement its priority activities.

The CEI Fund at the EBRD, fully financed by the Italian Government, through its Technical Cooperation (TC) Programme acts as a catalyst for larger-scale investments by the EBRD and other financial partners, financing the essential preparatory and implementation work — including feasibility studies, project implementation, management training, capacity-building and pre-loan audits — for public and private sector clients in the non-EU CEI Member States. The Fund also underpins the Know-how Exchange Programme (KEP), which supports capacity-building and the transfer of best practices from institutions in EU CEI countries to their non-EU counterparts, particularly in areas relevant to European integration.

Alongside the funds provided by the Member States, the CEI-ES participates in projects funded through external resources, notably by the European Union and the Autonomous Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia, which hosts the Secretariat. These projects enable the CEI to broaden its cooperation networks, map common challenges and test innovative solutions.

This approach makes the regional cooperation promoted by the CEI inherently bi-directional. On the one hand, priorities set at the political level are carried into projects and initiatives that engage a broad range of actors on the ground, ensuring that high-level commitments translate into practical, locally relevant action. On the other, the experience, needs and perspectives gathered through this bottom-up engagement flow back into the political dialogue, informing the priorities set by the policy makers. This continuous exchange between the top-down and bottom-up dimensions allows political dialogue to remain grounded in the realities of the region, while ensuring that cooperation at the operational level stays aligned with, and reinforces, shared strategic objectives.

This linking role is not confined to the CEI's internal architecture; it also extends outward, through the Organisation's partnerships with international and regional entities. Of particular importance in this context is the CEI's cooperation with the European Union. As regional cooperation complements and supports the European integration process, the CEI seeks to further strengthen and structure its cooperation with the EU institutions, in particular the European Commission, around shared priorities and objectives, moving beyond cooperation based primarily on individual projects and ad hoc contacts towards a more systematic and sustained partnership. The CEI's Observer Status at the UN General Assembly, held since 2011, allows it to uphold dialogue with the UN and its specialised agencies, funds and programmes and other relevant entities, acting as a bridge between global commitments and regional priorities. At the same time, the CEI regularly coordinates with other regional organisations and initiatives active in the same geographical space — such as the Adriatic-Ionian Initiative (AII), the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), the South-East European Cooperation Process (SEECP) and its operational arm the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), while at the same time looking to emerging opportunities offered by the Three Seas Initiative - helping to avoid duplication, pool expertise and generate synergies across overlapping regional agendas as well as with other international and regional organisations, including those focused on important areas for the CEI mission such as transport, environment, culture, science, anti-corruption, migration, health and others. With some of these organisations, cooperation is based on Memoranda of Understanding. These partnerships reinforce the CEI's role as a bridge not only between governments and societies within its own membership, but also between regions through inter-regional cooperation. 

By combining these pillars and dimensions with a results-oriented use of its funds and instruments, and by sustaining this two-way flow between political dialogue and multistakeholder engagement, the CEI bridges the political and the practical aspects, keeping its cooperation both strategically coherent and responsive to the needs of its Member States and their societies.

II. STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES

The Plan of Action will be guided by a set of strategic objectives reflecting the Organisation’s role as a regional platform for political dialogue and will provide the framework for the priorities and actions set out on the Thematic Agenda.

1. Supporting European integration

Since its establishment, the CEI has worked to maintain close relations with the European Union as part of its core mission of supporting European integration. By bringing EU and non-EU Member States together on an equal footing, the Organisation provides a complementary platform for political dialogue, practical cooperation and the exchange of experience in support of enlargement. Its contribution is guided by the merit-based nature of the accession process, grounded in the progress achieved by each candidate country in meeting the requirements for membership, while opening and closing of negotiating clusters and chapters.

Moreover, the EU's growing emphasis on gradual integration, which allows candidate countries to access some of the benefits of EU membership ahead of full accession in specific policy areas once the necessary legislative alignment and capacity to implement the EU acquis are in place, offers a further opportunity for the CEI's added value. Where such results are achieved, timely and tangible steps forward in the negotiations are essential to preserving the credibility of the process and sustaining reform momentum. In this context, regional cooperation, peer learning and project-based activities can complement EU efforts under the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, the Growth Plan for the Republic of Moldova, the Ukraine Facility and pre-accession assistance. Additionally, preserving the credibility of the process and ensuring continued strong EU engagement are important for maintaining this momentum, building on the preparation of roadmaps towards a wider Union.

Through technical assistance, capacity-building and knowledge-transfer instruments, the CEI can help candidate countries build the administrative and regulatory capacity needed to advance reforms, align with standards and develop the institutional and regulatory capacities required to fulfil accession criteria, in order  to meet the conditions for gradual integration in specific sectors, translating this pre-accession opportunity into concrete progress while negotiating clusters and chapters on the ground and helping Member States make use of the benefits it offers ahead of full membership. A central element is peer learning between institutions in EU and non-EU Member States, including through the KEP. This enables countries with experience of accession to share practical expertise with those pursuing membership, in areas of importance to the process, or exchanges between candidates themselves.  

Beyond institutional and economic convergence, a shared European future requires reconciliation, good neighbourly relations and closer ties among communities and citizens. The CEI’s engagement with local authorities, academia, youth and civil society provides a channel for supporting these processes, with the CEI Cooperation Fund serving as a key instrument for translating this approach into practice. Equally important is the need to communicate the benefits of European integration to the region’s citizens. Strategic communication about the benefits of EU membership, informed by local concerns and supported by accessible, accurate information, can help explain both the opportunities and the reforms associated with accession, strengthen public understanding and resilience and counter disinformation and foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI). In doing so, it can also help sustain commitment to reform and maintain confidence in the integration process, so that the region as a whole can continue to move forward towards the broader objective of reunification of Europe.

Against this background, the CEI should further deepen its cooperation with the European Union and its institutions, aligning its work with relevant EU policies and initiatives and contributing to common European goals, including emerging frameworks for cooperation between EU Member States and candidate countries such as the European Centre for Democratic Resilience, and notably through a more structured partnership with the European Commission, like for example through delegated cooperation. Far from being an alternative to European integration, regional cooperation serves to reinforce it: thanks to its grassroots dimension, the CEI is well placed to act as a bridge in both directions, bringing European priorities closer to its Member States and their citizens, while also bringing regional needs, experiences and perspectives into the broader European context.

2. Promoting sustainable development and the 2030 Agenda

The timeframe of this Plan of Action is aligned with the final phase of the 2030 Agenda, offering an opportunity to accelerate regional efforts and enhance the CEI’s contribution to its implementation. As a broad regional forum bringing together countries with different economic, social and institutional contexts, the CEI can contribute to the implementation of the SDGs by promoting regional cooperation, policy exchange and concrete action across the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development.

Building on its experience and existing instruments, the CEI will focus in particular on areas where its regional role can provide clear added value. Its contribution is particularly relevant to strong institutions and regional partnerships (SDGs 16 and 17), while its economic and technical cooperation supports sustainable economic growth, infrastructure and innovation (SDGs 7, 8, 9 and 12). Its people-to-people and local dimensions contribute to quality education, gender equality and sustainable communities (SDGs 4, 5, 10 and 11), while due consideration is also given to the environmental dimension, health and well-being, sustainable water management and sanitation, sustainable life on land, as well as climate action (SDGs 3, 6, 13 and 15). At the same time, the Initiative will seek to harness the interconnections among the SDGs, seizing opportunities to contribute across multiple goals in line with emerging regional needs and priorities.

Through its activities and instruments, the CEI will aim to translate sustainable development objectives into concrete regional action, connecting political dialogue with practical cooperation and targeted initiatives. In this way, regional cooperation can help bridge global objectives and local realities, while strengthening resilience, cohesion and long-term prosperity across the region.

Engagement with the United Nations system provides an important framework for advancing these objectives. Building on its Observer Status in the United Nations General Assembly and its established cooperation with the wider UN system, the CEI will continue to support multilateral dialogue and advance the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.

3. Supporting Ukraine’s resilience, recovery and reconstruction

Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine has caused far-reaching consequences for the country, as well as for societies and economies worldwide. The CEI will continue to support Ukraine through both political and practical means, including through initiatives aimed at recovery, reconstruction and resilience. In line with the priorities of its Member States and the broader international response, the CEI will promote cooperation that contributes to rebuilding capacities, supporting communities, strengthening institutions and addressing the long-term consequences of the war.

Particular attention will be devoted to areas where the CEI can provide added value. This includes continued support for the restoration of energy and transport infrastructure, the integration of Ukraine’s transport and logistics routes into the TEN-T network in coordination with the EU’s broader connectivity agenda, and the promotion of digitalisation. Safeguarding strategic transport and supply routes affected by the war, particularly in the Danube and wider Black Sea region, is essential to maintaining the flow of goods. This requires strengthening maritime security and the safety of navigation in the Black Sea, developing and ensuring the effective functioning of alternative routes — including the further development of the EU–Ukraine Solidarity Lanes — and modernising border and cross-border infrastructure to ease bottlenecks along key corridors. Cooperation will also address disruptions to food supply chains and climate-related pressures on Danube, helping to reinforce regional food security. Cooperation could also address the resilience of livestock production and feed supply chains, including animal health and welfare, efficient use of feed and locally available feed resources, and the recovery of livestock holdings and related services in affected areas.

In addition, attention will also be given to the resilience and restoration of critical infrastructure, with a focus on ensuring the continuity of essential services and strengthening the capacity of communities and institutions to withstand and recover from disruptions. Strengthening the resilience and restoration of ecosystems, including those impacted by the war, will be essential as well. Cooperation will support the exchange of expertise on development of resilient infrastructure solutions and the mobilisation of regional capacities, including in the energy and digital sectors.

Moreover, the CEI will also continue to support Ukraine’s European path and its future role within the region as a further opportunity to reinforce regional solidarity and cooperation. This will be done in line with the merit-based approach underpinning EU integration, the CEI could complement the role of the European Union by supporting the implementation of the Ukraine Facility Plan, drawing on its regional network and project experience.

Regional forums such as the CEI are also essential in protecting cultural heritage, which in times of conflict becomes especially vulnerable to damages, destruction, looting and illicit trafficking. In combatting illicit trafficking of Ukrainian cultural goods, active international and inter-agency networks are inevitable. The CEI has the potential to link, complement or extend already existing regional co-operations between national authorities making it possible for them to protect cultural heritage of Ukraine, the common cultural heritage of humanity and the legal and ethical operation of art market in general more effectively.

4. Strengthening resilience, stability, the rule of law, security and countering hybrid threats

Strengthening resilience, stability and security across the region will require enhanced cooperation in addressing common vulnerabilities and emerging challenges in an increasingly interconnected environment, in particular those related to hybrid threats. Connectivity, in all its aspects, is bringing countries, economies and societies closer together, reducing distances and creating new opportunities for cooperation and development. At the same time, greater interconnection also increases shared vulnerabilities, requiring strengthened resilience to ensure that connectivity remains secure, sustainable and inclusive.

Particular attention will be given to the strengthening resilience of energy, transport and digital infrastructure, with a focus on critical infrastructure and essential services, including water-related systems. Equal importance will be attached to resilient supply chains and food security, both vital to the region's economic security. Protecting the systems on which societies and economies depend and strengthening preparedness and capacity to respond to cross-border challenges, will be key to ensuring regional stability. 

Connectivity must also withstand mounting environmental challenges, the increasing impact of climate change, as well as natural and human-induced disasters. Climate resilience, civil protection, disaster risk reduction and emergency preparedness will therefore represent important areas of cooperation, including through enhanced capacities for prevention, preparedness and response.

At the same time, while connectivity reduces physical and digital distances, it may also increase exposure to new forms of fragmentation, and to a growing spectrum of hybrid threats, including cyber risks, disinformation, foreign information manipulation and interference, and all types of instrumentalization of migration. By affecting public trust and confidence in democratic institutions, such challenges can weaken the sense of cohesion that connectivity seeks to foster. Addressing the increasingly interconnected nature of these challenges will require enhanced cooperation, coordination and exchange of experience, as well as strengthened institutional and societal resilience. 

Given the cross-border nature of cyber threats, which cannot be effectively countered at the national level alone, the CEI will promote practical cooperation in cybersecurity among its Member States, including regular dialogue among national cybersecurity authorities and computer security incident response teams, the exchange of information on cyber threats and of lessons learned from responding to actual incidents, joint exercises and capacity-building. The CEI will also support the promotion of the UN framework of responsible State behaviour in cyberspace, grounded in the applicability of international law, and of cyber confidence-building measures, in synergy with the European Union, the OSCE, the Council of Europe and other relevant international formats.

The responsible, secure and human-centric development and use of emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence, will represent an important area of attention. Promoting awareness, dialogue and cooperation on both the opportunities and the risks associated with artificial intelligence and other emerging technologies will be essential to harness their potential for the benefit of societies across the region.

Strengthening resilience will therefore require capable, adaptive and well-prepared institutions. Enhanced institutional capacities, improved coordination and the exchange of knowledge and good practices will be essential to address complex and interconnected challenges affecting governance, security and societal stability.

Furthermore, the CEI will encourage regional cooperation initiatives aimed at strengthening the rule of law, promoting a culture of legality and integrity, and preventing and combating organised crime and corruption. Particular attention may be given to capacity-building, specialised training, the exchange of expertise and good practices and cooperation among judicial authorities, law enforcement agencies and other relevant institutions across the region. In this context, initiatives such as the Falcone Borsellino programme for the Central European Initiative may provide a valuable framework for fostering institutional cooperation, enhancing professional competencies and promoting shared approaches to the challenges posed by organised crime, in line with the priorities of the CEI and the European integration process.

When it comes to resilience and security, developing preventive measures of protection of cultural heritage in crisis situations are also among the responsibilities that national authorities need to answer to. The CEI can serve as a forum of sharing knowledge and good-practices on the matter with specific experience about challenges that are typical of the Central-European region itself.

Beyond institutions, stability and resilience are also built through people and societies. The CEI underlines the importance of resolving outstanding issues in line with international law and established principles. Reconciliation, dialogue, social cohesion including the rights of persons belonging to national minorities and respect for diversity will remain important elements in preventing fragmentation and strengthening regional stability. Relevant challenges linked to demographic developments, migration and brain drain will also need to be addressed through regional cooperation, including by promoting skills development, opportunities for young people and maintaining and creating employment opportunities that allow them to build their future in the region.

In a complex geopolitical environment, the CEI will continue to serve as an inclusive platform for dialogue and cooperation, helping to build trust, reduce fragmentation and support a more stable, connected and resilient region. By linking political dialogue with practical cooperation, the CEI will contribute to broader European security and to the shared objective of a peaceful, united and resilient Europe.

III. THEMATIC AGENDA: CONNECTIVITY AS A MEANS TO ADDRESS CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES

Strategic Objectives are translated into thematic priorities, which provide the operational framework for the implementation of the CEI Plan of Action. Together, they reflect the CEI's comprehensive approach to connectivity, encompassing its physical, institutional and people-to-people dimensions, and identify the principal areas of cooperation through which the Organisation will pursue its objectives and deliver concrete results. 

Across all thematic priorities, the CEI will promote equal opportunities, non-discrimination and accessibility, with particular attention to the meaningful participation of women, persons with disabilities and people facing social or territorial disadvantages.

1. Infrastructure connectivity and regional economic integration 

Supporting infrastructure connectivity will represent an important area of CEI engagement, contributing to economic integration, competitiveness and the long-term growth of the region. Particular emphasis will be placed on activities focused on strengthening transport, energy and digital connectivity, enhancing the resilience of critical infrastructure, fostering entrepreneurship, innovation and competitive market economies, and supporting environmental sustainability and the sustainable value chains, including through project preparation, technical assistance, capacity-building, knowledge exchange and partnerships.

1.1. Promoting transport connectivity through sustainable, multimodal and interoperable transport networks 

The transport sector across the CEI region continues to face significant structural and emerging challenges. While considerable progress has been achieved, disparities in infrastructure development, limited interoperability and insufficient coordination continue to hinder regional integration. Improved transport connectivity is essential for resilient supply chains, food and energy security, and the economic integration of rural and peripheral areas. Moreover, Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine has profoundly affected global and regional transport connectivity, disrupting traditional routes and increasing the urgency to diversify transport corridors, as well as the need for resilient infrastructure and diversified supply chains. In this context, attacks on commercial shipping and other security threats, including drone attacks and the threat posed by drifting mines, have heightened risks to maritime transport in the Black Sea. These risks have further underscored the strategic importance of alternative routes. Against this backdrop, the Black Sea plays a strategic role in connecting Europe with Central Asia via the South Caucasus partners. At the same time, the predominance of road transport remains a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, congestion and air pollution, while the development of rail and other sustainable transport modes continues to lag behind. A transition towards more integrated, multimodal and low-emission transport systems is therefore essential.

Within this framework, the CEI will continue supporting the development and modernisation of transport infrastructure through technical cooperation, strengthening policy dialogue and regional initiatives. The evolving European policy framework—including the European Green Deal, the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy, the TEN-T Regulation, and the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy for the Western Balkans—provides an important basis for accelerating this transition. These efforts will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, particularly SDGs 9 and 11.

During the implementation of the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030, particular emphasis will be placed on fostering integrated, resilient and low-emission transport systems that improve territorial cohesion and facilitate the sustainable mobility of both people and goods across borders. The CEI will focus on:
· strengthening institutional dialogue, regulatory convergence and multi-level governance among transport authorities, infrastructure managers, operators and regional stakeholders; 
· supporting investment preparation and technical assistance for strategic transport infrastructure and multimodal logistics projects; 
· promoting integrated low-emission mobility planning and the development of coordinated transport strategies at transnational, national and regional levels; 
· supporting the development of strategic multimodal transport corridors and connections (e.g. the European Transport Corridors Baltic Sea - Black Sea - Aegean Sea, Baltic Sea - Adriatic Sea and Rhine – Danube building up on the rail freight governance of these corridors wherever available, as well as the Trieste–Ljubljana–Zagreb–Belgrade railway axis, the Corridor 8, the Western Balkans-Eastern Mediterranean Corridor and the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route/Middle Corridor) that improve interoperability, resilience and seamless passenger and freight mobility throughout the CEI region, while also promoting inter-regional connectivity by exploring opportunities for cooperation with broader connectivity initiatives and projects, such as the India–Middle East–Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC); 
· promoting inland waterways and maritime connectivity, while taking into account nature conservation priorities and climate-related challenges affecting navigation, and strengthening integration between waterways, ports, rail and road networks;
· supporting resilient and diversified transport routes, including the EU-Ukraine Solidarity Lanes and relevant Green Lanes, to facilitate cross-border flows of goods and strengthen supply chains;
· reducing the effects of borders on daily mobility by enabling coordinated planning of cross-border public transport services, integrated timetables, multimodal ticketing and digital mobility solutions; 
· enhancing sustainable passenger mobility, particularly in rural, peripheral and cross-border areas, through innovative public transport services, Mobility-as-a-Service (MaaS), demand-responsive transport, active mobility and digital solutions, with due attention to physical and digital accessibility and the mobility needs of persons with disabilities and older persons; 
· accelerating the digital transformation of transport, promoting intelligent transport systems, data sharing, interoperability and smart mobility applications; 
· supporting the decarbonisation of transport operations through green ports, sustainable urban logistics, last-mile freight solutions, alternative fuels and the development of green transport skills; 
· addressing physical and non-physical bottlenecks along strategic transport corridors through soft measures, institutional cooperation and coordinated planning mechanisms; 

The CEI will continue promoting innovation, policy dialogue and cross-border cooperation to accelerate the transition towards integrated, resilient and low-emission mobility systems. By fostering sustainable connectivity and reducing barriers between countries and regions, the CEI aims to strengthen regional cohesion, improve citizens' quality of life and contribute to a more competitive, climate-neutral and interconnected Europe.

1.2. Fostering renewable energy production, integration and efficiency, in support of energy independence and EU convergence

The energy landscape of the CEI region has changed profoundly since the start of Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine. The use of energy supplies as an instrument of political pressure, the price shocks of 2022 and their lasting effects on household budgets and industrial competitiveness have exposed the vulnerability of energy systems that remain heavily dependent on imported fossil fuels and on a limited number of suppliers. Although renewable deployment has accelerated, progress across the region remains uneven: several Member States still rely on ageing coal-fired capacity, grids and interconnections are insufficient to absorb growing shares of variable generation and the energy performance of the building stock remains low. Energy poverty affects a significant share of households, particularly in Central and South-East Europe, while Ukraine's energy infrastructure has been systematically targeted, requiring both urgent repair and a longer-term rebuilding effort.

Within this framework, the CEI will continue supporting investment in energy infrastructure through technical cooperation, while promoting policy dialogue, know-how exchange and capacity building. The European policy framework—including the European Green Deal, REPowerEU and the phase-out of Russian fossil fuel imports, the revised Renewable Energy, Energy Efficiency and Energy Performance of Buildings Directives, the Clean Industrial Deal and the Social Climate Fund—sets a clear direction towards a secure, affordable and climate-neutral energy system. For candidate countries and potential candidates, the Energy Community Treaty, the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans and the Ukraine Facility provide the main vehicles for alignment with the EU energy acquis. Likewise, these efforts will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, particularly SDGs 7, 9 and 11.

During the implementation of the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030, particular emphasis will be placed on energy security, affordability, and a just transition, in support of the region's energy independence and the convergence of non-EU Member States with EU standards. The CEI will focus on:
· strengthening regional policy dialogue and regulatory convergence with the EU energy acquis, supporting candidate countries and potential candidates in transposing and implementing EU legislation on renewables, energy efficiency and market integration;
· supporting investment preparation and technical assistance for renewable energy, grid modernisation, storage and energy efficiency projects;
· diversifying energy sources and supply routes, prioritising renewable and sustainable sources, and fostering cross-border interconnections and coordinated regional planning;
· facilitating the integration of variable renewable energy into national systems through smart grids, storage, demand-side flexibility and digital solutions;
· advancing energy efficiency in buildings, public infrastructure, SMEs and industry, in line with the “energy efficiency first” principle;
· tackling energy poverty by building the capacity of local and regional authorities, social services and civil society to identify vulnerable households and design targeted, socially fair measures;
· promoting renewable energy communities and citizen participation in energy production, particularly in rural, peripheral and cross-border areas;
· developing sustainable bioenergy and biomethane from agricultural residues, agri-food by-products and organic waste, as a component of interconnected cascading circular bioeconomy value chains;
· supporting the rebuilding of Ukraine's energy system on a decentralised, resilient and low-carbon basis, as part of a broader green reconstruction approach;
· developing the skills required by the energy transition, in cooperation with education and training providers, industry and public authorities.

By combining investment support, policy dialogue and project cooperation, the CEI aims to help its Member States reduce external dependencies, protect households and businesses from price volatility and accelerate the transition towards a secure, affordable and climate-neutral energy system, as a tangible contribution to the EU convergence of the region.

1.3. Promoting digital connectivity, cybersecurity, secure and resilient digital infrastructure and services, and innovative technological solutions

Digital transformation is reshaping economies, public services and societies, creating new opportunities for cooperation and development while introducing new forms of dependency and vulnerability. Across the CEI region, differences in digital connectivity, access to advanced services, technological maturity and digital skills continue to affect the ability of countries and communities to benefit fully from technological progress. These challenges are particularly relevant in rural, peripheral and cross-border areas. Growing reliance on digital infrastructure and services, together with the rapid deployment of Artificial Intelligence and other emerging technologies, further increases the importance of cybersecurity, data protection, interoperability and resilience. Strengthening regional technological capabilities can also help the CEI area contribute to Europe's technological autonomy and reduce critical dependencies in strategic digital domains.

The CEI can address these challenges by facilitating regional dialogue, sharing expertise and supporting practical cooperation among public authorities, research and innovation organisations, businesses and other stakeholders. The European Union's Digital Decade 2030 provides a common framework for advancing secure and sustainable digital infrastructures, digitalisation and digital skills. Current EU priorities also emphasise advanced connectivity, cybersecurity, AI, cloud and data infrastructures and the reduction of fragmentation. The EU cybersecurity framework, including the NIS 2 Directive, the Cyber Resilience Act and the Cyber Solidarity Act, provides a common reference for strengthening cyber resilience across the region and for the alignment of candidate countries with the EU acquis. The growing focus on research security and the protection of critical technologies further highlights the importance of safeguarding Europe's knowledge base and innovation capacities. Moreover, the CEI activities will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda and its SDGs, in particular 8 and 9.

For 2027–2030, CEI action in the digital field will seek to strengthen the conditions for secure, inclusive and innovative digital development. Priority will be given to:
· expanding access to high-quality digital connectivity, particularly in underserved, rural, peripheral and cross-border areas;
· encouraging cooperation on secure, reliable and resilient digital infrastructure and services, including approaches to risk preparedness, critical technology dependencies and the security of ICT supply chains;
· improving interoperability and cross-border access to digital public services and data, while promoting accessibility and user-friendly design for persons with disabilities, older persons and users with limited digital skills;
· strengthening cooperation in cybersecurity and the protection of critical infrastructure against cyber threats, including through capacity building and knowledge exchange;
· facilitating the exchange of information on cyber threats and incidents and of lessons learned from responding to large-scale cyberattacks, including through joint exercises and simulations;
· promoting synergies with existing regional cybersecurity capacity-building initiatives, including the Western Balkans Cyber Capacity Centre, through joint training, expert exchanges and cyber exercises;
· supporting candidate countries in aligning with the EU cybersecurity acquis and in engaging with relevant EU cybersecurity cooperation networks and mechanisms;
· promoting the UN framework of responsible State behaviour in cyberspace and cyber confidence-building measures at the regional level;
· facilitating the adoption of advanced technologies, including Artificial Intelligence, cloud and edge computing, data analytics and Internet of Things solutions;
· promoting responsible development and deployment of AI and other emerging technologies, including through knowledge exchange and capacity building;
· supporting cooperation among research institutions, technology providers, innovation hubs, start-ups and public authorities in developing innovative solutions;
· promoting research security and responsible international cooperation in strategic technology domains, while safeguarding academic openness and scientific collaboration;
· fostering digital skills and specialised competences in cybersecurity, AI, data and advanced digital technologies;
· strengthening the contribution of CEI countries to European technological autonomy by developing regional expertise, innovation capacities and cooperation in strategic digital technologies.

Through regional cooperation and practical initiatives, the CEI will seek to strengthen digital connectivity, interoperability, cybersecurity and innovation capacities. By mobilising the region's technological and scientific potential, the CEI can contribute to a more connected, secure and resilient European digital ecosystem, while supporting territorial cohesion and new opportunities for businesses, research organisations and citizens.

1.4. Supporting entrepreneurship, innovation and SME development as drivers of competitiveness and sustainable growth

Entrepreneurs and SMEs play a central role in generating employment, introducing new products and services and strengthening the economic fabric of the CEI region. Yet the capacity of businesses to start, innovate and grow varies across countries and territories. Limited access to finance, shortages of specialised skills, weak connections between research and business, difficulties in commercialising innovative ideas and barriers to entering new markets can constrain enterprise development. Smaller firms may also face particular challenges in adopting new technologies and investing in the green and digital transitions. Strengthening their capacity to adapt, scale up and participate in wider value chains is essential to enhancing regional competitiveness, economic resilience and the creation of quality employment.

Cooperation among CEI Member States can help connect entrepreneurial ecosystems, research and innovation communities, financial actors and markets, creating opportunities for businesses to access complementary expertise, investment and new markets. The exchange of good practices and the development of cross-border partnerships among CEI Member States could contribute to more dynamic innovation ecosystems and help retain and circulate talent within the region. The European competitiveness agenda places innovation, entrepreneurship, investment and the capacity of companies to scale up among the key conditions for Europe's future economic performance. Current EU priorities include closing the innovation gap, strengthening the Single Market, facilitating business growth and improving framework conditions for SMEs. In this context, CEI activities will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, particularly SDG 8.

Over the period 2027–2030, CEI activities will aim to create better conditions for entrepreneurs and SMEs to develop ideas, access knowledge and finance, establish partnerships and expand beyond domestic markets. Particular attention will be devoted to:
· encouraging an entrepreneurial culture and favourable conditions for business creation, growth and internationalisation;
· improving access to finance for start-ups, innovative SMEs and growth-oriented companies, including through investment-readiness support and exchanges on financing mechanisms;
· strenghtening cooperation between research, higher education institutions and businesses that can help translate academic knowledge, techonlgy transfer and research results into innovative products, services and business opportunities;
· involving students and early-career researchers in entrepreneurial and innovation activities thereby strengthening practical skills, improving employability and encouraging the development of new ideas and enterprises;
· facilitating the commercialisation and market uptake of research results, innovative products and services;
· strengthening networks among incubators, accelerators, clusters, science and technology parks and innovation hubs;
· supporting SMEs in adopting digital and green technologies and developing innovative products, services and business models;
· promoting cross-border business partnerships and SME participation in regional and international value chains, including through networking, clustering and internationalisation initiatives;
· supporting entrepreneurial, managerial, digital and technical skills required for business growth and technological transformation;
· encouraging cooperation in strategic and emerging technology areas, linking research, entrepreneurship and investment to translate technological advances into market-ready solutions;
· facilitating access to expertise and business support for enterprises in less-developed, rural, peripheral and cross-border areas, while promoting the exchange of effective SME support policies and practices.

The CEI will use its regional platform to connect entrepreneurs, SMEs, researchers, investors, public institutions and business-support organisations and facilitate the circulation of knowledge, expertise and opportunities across borders. Stronger entrepreneurial and innovation ecosystems can contribute to a more dynamic and diversified economic base, enabling enterprises to innovate, grow and compete while supporting sustainable and inclusive development and strengthening the region's integration into European and global markets.

1.5. Strengthening sustainable and resilient connectivity through environmental protection, sustainable water management, sustainable forest management, resilient municipal infrastructure, disaster risk reduction and climate adaptation 

The CEI region is increasingly exposed to interconnected environmental, climate-related and disaster risks affecting ecosystems, human health, communities, infrastructure and economic activities across borders. Floods, droughts, heatwaves, wildfires, extreme weather events, water scarcity, the alternation of drought and excess water (inland inundation) in lowland areas, declining soil water-retention capacity, pollution, land degradation and biodiversity loss are placing growing pressure on natural resources and essential services, while climate change is increasing the frequency and intensity of many hazards. Their transboundary nature requires coordinated responses across shared river basins, groundwater systems, coastal and marine ecosystems and ecological corridors. The environmental consequences of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine underscore the importance to strengthen capacities for environmental monitoring, prevention, remediation and resilient recovery.

The CEI can contribute to addressing these challenges by facilitating regional dialogue, exchange of expertise and practical cooperation among Member States and relevant stakeholders. European, macro-regional and international policy frameworks (including the European Water Resilience Strategy, the Water Framework Directive, related EU macro-regional strategies and the EU soil monitoring legislation) provide a common basis for strengthening environmental resilience and climate adaptation, with growing attention to water security, ecosystem restoration, sustainable use of natural resources, biodiversity conservation, pollution prevention and resilient infrastructure. In this context, cooperation can also support candidate countries in strengthening capacities and advancing alignment with relevant EU environmental and climate acquis, standards and implementation practices. These efforts also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda, in particular SDGs 6, 11, 13, 14 and 15.

Building on the CEI Plan of Action 2024–2026, in the current period 2027-2030, the CEI will continue supporting cooperation and practical actions aimed at strengthening the resilience of communities, ecosystems and critical infrastructure to environmental and climate-related risks. Particular attention will be devoted to prevention, preparedness, cross-border cooperation, reaction and resilient recovery, while fostering integrated approaches that connect environmental protection, coordinated cross-border water management, sustainable forest management, resilient infrastructure, climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction. The CEI will focus in particular on:
· strengthening institutional cooperation and multi-level governance on environmental protection, climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction through capacity-building, knowledge transfer and enhanced cooperation among public authorities, civil protection bodies, infrastructure operators, research institutions and civil society organisations;
· promoting cross-sectorial and coordinated cross-border management of water resources and ecosystems, including shared river basins, groundwater, coastal and marine areas, with particular attention to water security, drought resilience, water retention in soils and landscapes (including through the restoration of wetlands, floodplains and the small water cycle, and managed aquifer recharge), management of excess water, sustainable agricultural water use, water efficiency and quality, sustainable wastewater management, ecosystem restoration and biodiversity protection, nature-based solutions, the restoration of natural hydrological regimes and adaptation to drought, as well as coherence between water management and agricultural policies (e.g. the Water Framework Directive and the Common Agricultural Policy);
· strengthening the soil–water nexus by recognising healthy soils as natural reservoirs of water and carbon, and by supporting soil monitoring, sustainable land management and the restoration of degraded and contaminated land, in synergy with Priority 1.6;
· promoting sustainable forest management, including strengthening multifunctionality as well as resilience and adaptive capacity of forests to climate change and its impacts;
· enhancing disaster prevention, preparedness and response through joint risk assessment, monitoring and early warning systems, contingency planning, preparedness exercises and coordinated transnational response and recovery mechanisms addressing natural, technological and climate-related hazards;
· supporting resilient municipal infrastructure and sustainable spatial planning, particularly in rural, peripheral and vulnerable areas, through climate-resilient essential services, climate-risk-informed planning, and the promotion of green and blue infrastructure, nature-based solutions and measures reducing exposure to environmental and climate risks;
· advancing pollution prevention, environmental monitoring and resource efficiency by addressing pressures on air, water, soil and marine environments, including plastics and hazardous substances, while taking into account potential risk to human health, as well as promoting circular economy approaches (with bioeconomy-related aspects such as biowaste, digestate and nutrient recovery addressed under Priority 1.6), interoperable data systems and digital tools for evidence-based environmental governance; 
· promoting farm-level measures to reduce livestock-related pollution and emissions through improved manure management and nutrient recycling, alongside water- and energy-efficient husbandry and adaptation to heat stress;
· strengthening environmental resilience in vulnerable and crisis-affected areas through improved assessment and monitoring of environmental risks and damage, protection of shared natural resources, and support for sustainable recovery and reconstruction, while promoting innovation, investment and the uptake of effective solutions;
· advancing digitalisation and artificial intelligence as cross-cutting tools for achieving the objectives of the CEI Plan of Action, fostering the integration of knowledge, research, data and practical experience into a digital agriculture ecosystem, and supporting stakeholders across the food chain to unlock the full potential of advanced digital technologies.

By strengthening transboundary cooperation, supporting resilient municipalities and essential services, safeguarding shared ecosystems and water resources, thus facilitating alignment with relevant European standards, the CEI will help translate regional, European and international objectives into practical action. By mobilising knowledge, partnerships and investment, the CEI will strengthen the capacity of communities and territories to anticipate and face environmental and climate-related crisis, while reinforcing its role as a platform for cooperation, capacity-building and sustainable development across borders.

1.6. Strengthening sustainable value chains in the circular bioeconomy and agribusiness 

Agriculture, forestry and the agri-food industry remain central to the economies and the territorial balance of the CEI region. The region's abundant biomass offers considerable potential for producing food, feed, biobased materials and energy, yet much of this potential remains untapped. Value chains are often fragmented and oriented towards low value-added primary production, residues and side-streams are rarely valorised, and a significant share of raw biomass leaves the region unprocessed and returns as imported higher value-added products. At the same time, access to finance, innovation and markets remains limited, especially for small farms and SMEs. Several Member States still lack dedicated bioeconomy strategies, and the gap in research and innovation capacity between widening and non-EU countries and the rest of Europe persists. Rural areas face depopulation, ageing and the loss of young talent, while climate change is increasing pressure on yields, soils and water resources. Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine has struck one of Europe's key agricultural producers, with consequences for food security, land contamination and rural livelihoods well beyond its borders. At the same time, food loss and waste remain significant challenges throughout the food system, while the potential of sustainable aquaculture, marine and freshwater fisheries, and circular food supply chains remains insufficiently leveraged.

Experience in the region has confirmed that no single solution fits all, and that successful transitions depend as much on territorial readiness, social acceptance, and local ownership as on technology. Under the Plan of Action 2024–2026, the CEI consolidated a recognised role in this field through EU-funded projects: establishing multi-actor hubs and transformative forums in pilot regions, testing inclusive business and governance models, and connecting stakeholders from widening and non-EU countries with European bioeconomy networks. Within this framework, the CEI will continue supporting investments in sustainable bio-based value chains, biorefining capacities and pilot and demonstration facilities while promoting policy dialogue, know-how exchange and capacity building. The Strategic Framework for a Competitive and Sustainable EU Bioeconomy adopted by the European Commission in November 2025 (COM(2025) 960) and the related Council Conclusions of March 2026, the Circular Economy Action Plan, the Vision for Agriculture and Food and the Long-term Vision for the EU's Rural Areas, together with the Common Agricultural Policy and its pre-accession instrument IPARD, as well as the BIOEAST Initiative and its Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda provide the reference framework for a competitive, circular and inclusive bioeconomy. Moreover, the CEI activities will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda, in particular SDGs 2, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 15.

During the implementation of the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030, particular emphasis will be placed on rooting sustainable value chains in the territories, increasing the value added by the primary sector and ensuring that rural communities share in the benefits of the transition and are actively engaged in shaping it through participatory processes guided by the principles of food security first, food loss and waste prevention, the cascading use of biomass and a sustainable biomass supply within ecological limits, sustainable aquaculture and fisheries management. The CEI will focus on: 
· supporting Member States in designing, updating and implementing national and regional bioeconomy strategies and action plans, with measurable targets and clear institutional responsibilities, and in strengthening inter-ministerial and multi-level coordination, aligned with the EU framework and tailored to territorial specificities;
· consolidating permanent multi-actor platforms that bring together public authorities, research, business and civil society to co-design and steer regional bioeconomy transitions;
· mapping sustainable biomass potential through spatially explicit data, harmonised indicators and monitoring, including life-cycle assessment, in cooperation with the JRC, and developing local value chains that valorise agricultural, forestry and agri-food residues and side-streams, in line with the cascading use principle, including the safe valorisation of eligible agri-food side streams as feed and the integration of crop and livestock systems through nutrient cycling;
· promoting food loss and food waste prevention and reduction across the entire food supply chain, fostering circular strategies, biowaste valorisation, and the redistribution and donation of surplus food for human consumption as key drivers for food security and resource efficiency;
· promoting the processing of biomass close to its source, including decentralised collection and pre-processing and the development of small- and medium-scale biorefineries adapted to dispersed, seasonal and heterogeneous biomass, building on existing agro-industrial capacities, to retain more value in rural areas;
· supporting project preparation for pilot and demonstration plants and the coordinated use of CAP, cohesion policy, Horizon Europe, Circular Bio-based Europe Joint Undertaking and international financial institution resources to bridge the gap between research and market;
· promoting soil health, the restoration of soil organic matter (including the return of digestate, compost and biochar to soils), carbon farming and water retention in agricultural landscapes as a basis for climate adaptation and drought resilience, in synergy with Priority 1.5;
· supporting the forest-based bioeconomy, including the sustainable use of wood as a long-lived construction material and the higher-value use of forestry residues;
· supporting sustainable aquaculture (both freshwater and marine/mariculture) and sustainable fisheries (freshwater and marine) as vital components of the circular blue bioeconomy and resource-efficient sources of healthy protein, while promoting the sustainable management of aquatic living resources, the modernization of processing, and short aquatic food supply chain;
· fostering sustainable public food procurement (GPP) in public institutions (such as schools, healthcare facilities, and public canteens) to incentivize short food supply chains, support local and small-scale producers, encourage organic and sustainably caught/farmed aquatic products, and increase access to healthy, sustainably produced food;
· supporting sustainable freshwater aquaculture and other blue bioeconomy value chains as resource-efficient sources of protein;
· promoting inclusive bio-based entrepreneurship, start-ups and innovative business and governance models, with particular attention to young people, women and disadvantaged groups in rural areas;
· strengthening the competitiveness of agribusiness through farm modernisation, producer cooperation, short supply chains, quality schemes and market access, fair value distribution to primary producers, innovation and the exchange of knowledge and good practices while supporting alignment with the EU acquis on agriculture and food safety, including livestock farming, with attention to animal health and welfare, feed efficiency, genetic resources, breeding, and the quality of animal products;
· supporting the recovery of Ukraine's agricultural sector and rural areas, including sustainable land management the remediation of contaminated land, food security and the green reconstruction of conflict-affected territories, affected in the result of the Russia’s war of aggression, including the recovery of livestock holdings, breeding and feed systems, and related production infrastructure;
· connecting stakeholders from widening and non-EU countries with the BIOEAST Initiative and its national hubs, European bioeconomy networks, the Circular Bio-based Europe Joint Undertaking research and innovation partnerships and funding opportunities, including the EU research and innovation initiative for regions with high biomass potential, while avoiding duplication with existing macro-regional structures;
· assessing territorial readiness, including the social and cultural factors that shape the uptake of innovation, to tailor policy measures and investments to local conditions;
· encouraging a cross-disciplinary approach that involves the social sciences and humanities, together with skills development and awareness raising, to ensure a just and inclusive transition.

Supporting the shift towards a circular bioeconomy will remain central to CEI action. By linking policy dialogue, territorial cooperation, and entrepreneurship, the CEI aims to strengthen the capacity of its Member States to turn biological resources into sustainable growth and quality jobs, while safeguarding food security, retain more value locally, revitalise rural areas, and contribute to a more resilient, competitive, and climate-neutral Europe. Bioenergy and biomethane (Priority 1.2) and soil and water resilience (Priority 1.5) will be addressed in close coordination with this priority, as parts of the same cascading bioeconomy value chains.

2. Institutional connectivity and resilient governance 

The CEI will support the reinforcement of governance systems and institutional capacities across its Member States as key enablers of effective policy implementation and regional integration. Particular emphasis will be placed on activities focused on strengthening administrative capacities and public sector performance, supporting skills development, training and capacity-building, particularly for public officials and young professionals—fostering cooperation and exchange among institutions across the region, and facilitating alignment with the EU acquis and relevant European policy frameworks. Through these efforts, the CEI will contribute to building resilient, transparent and accountable institutions capable of addressing common challenges and supporting sustainable reforms.

2.1. Strengthening the rule of law, good governance and public administration 

Resilience across the CEI region increasingly depends on institutions that are capable, adaptive and well prepared, and on the strength of the connections between them. Robust administrative capacities, effective coordination and the regular exchange of knowledge and good practice, which together form the essence of institutional connectivity, are essential to addressing complex and interlinked challenges to governance, security and social cohesion. Strong institutions and good governance are equally the foundation of democratic stability and European integration. They call for public administrations that are transparent, accountable and able to sustain long-term reform, built on genuine cooperation between the public sector, the private sector and civil society, and grounded in the rule of law, political pluralism, legitimacy and the equitable political empowerment of citizens. 

Despite the progress achieved in recent years, corruption, organised crime and shortcomings in the judiciary systems remain challenges to institutional credibility, while public administrations still need to improve digitalisation, service quality and administrative capacity. These institutional vulnerabilities also increase exposure to hybrid threats, opening the door to disinformation and undue influence by both external and domestic actors. The region's position along major migration and trafficking routes compound these risks, allowing criminal networks to operate parallel channels for coercion and influence-buying, while illicit financial flows drain public resources, weaken the rule of law and hold back economic growth. At the same time, migratory pressures, demographic decline and youth emigration place additional strain on administrative capacity. These pressures are often felt first at the local level, where municipalities and regional authorities serve as the first line of response yet frequently lack the skills and resources to act effectively.

Good governance and public administration reform remain closely tied to the EU acquis and the broader European integration process, with the rule of law, the fight against corruption, judicial independence and democratic and resilient public administrations among the core, non-negotiable benchmarks assessed throughout accession negotiations. This is all the more significant as debates within the Union on the implications of further enlargement continue to shape its pace. Tangible progress on governance and the rule of law is therefore central to the merit-based and gradual approach to integration that guides the CEI's support to its Member States. At the same time, accession holds considerable potential to deliver long-term, substantive and sustainable change: by strengthening judicial independence, public procurement transparency and regulatory oversight, gradual integration also narrows the space that hybrid threat actors can exploit.  

Bringing together EU Member States and countries on the path to membership on an equal footing, the CEI is well placed to accompany this process. Through its instruments it will facilitate the exchange of knowledge between institutions from EU Member States and their non-EU counterparts as well as practitioners from across the region to compare approaches and learn from one another, in synergy with other international and regional partners. In this way, the CEI can complement EU efforts by facilitating the exchange of experience and supporting the reforms and institutional capacity needed to advance the European integration process. These forms of cooperation also contribute to the implementation of the SDGs, in particular 16 and 17. 

Building on these strengths, and as part of its broader work on institutional connectivity and resilient governance, the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030 will place emphasis on supporting Member States' governance reforms and the modernisation of their public administrations. The CEI will focus on:
1. promoting legal diplomacy as a model of multi-level cooperation that combines technical assistance, capacity building and regulatory harmonisation, in support of the continued alignment of national legal and institutional frameworks with the EU acquis on public administration and the rule of law (e.g. Falcone-Borsellino Programme for Central and South-Eastern Europe);
1. supporting reforms to combat corruption, organised crime and illicit financial flows, strengthen judicial independence and judicial cooperation, improve the effectiveness of investigative tools and reinforce the rule of law, including through training and the exchange of expertise for the actors involved in preventing and fighting corruption;
1. strengthening cross-border cooperation of law enforcement and judicial authorities in combating cybercrime, including ransomware, in line with the Council of Europe Convention on Cybercrime (Budapest Convention);
1. enhancing the transparency of public services and procurement, and promoting open data;
1. fostering the capacity of local and regional authorities, civil society, the private sector and academia to promote participatory governance closer to citizens and a shared culture of integrity;
1. supporting reinforcement of the administrative capacity of Member States to address the challenges of migration, including trafficking in human beings and migrant exploitation, in coordination with relevant EU and international frameworks;
1. promoting advancement of digitalisation of public administration and e-government services, while strengthening cybersecurity and the resilience of public digital infrastructure against hybrid threats;
1. supporting strategic communication capacities of public institutions to counter foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI), in synergy with EU efforts;
1. supporting the modernisation of public institutions and their performance, with a focus on administrative efficiency and resilience to corruption, through training, skills development and peer learning, including initiatives that equip young diplomats and policymakers with a forward-looking vision for the region's future;

By strengthening the rule of law, institutional resilience and administrative transparency, the CEI will contribute to building accountable, capable and citizen-centred institutions and sustaining reform momentum on the region's path towards European integration.

2.2. Strengthening media freedom, media literacy, transparency, access to information, and resilience to prevent and counter foreign information manipulation and interference 

Media freedom is an essential pillar of democratic societies and a fundamental value of the European Union. Ensuring a free, pluralistic, independent, and transparent media environment requires measures addressing both structural issues and emerging risks. At the same time, the resilience of the information environment is increasingly challenged by foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI). Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine has highlighted how FIMI can be deployed as part of broader hybrid efforts to deepen societal polarisation and undermine public trust in democratic institutions. Across the CEI region, the media sector is undergoing a period of profound transformation, facing challenges linked to the rapid changes in how information is produced, distributed and consumed in the digital environment. The rapid development of artificial intelligence and the growing reach of major digital platforms further amplify the scale and speed of information campaigns, creating new challenges in identifying and distinguishing between authentic and synthetic content. At the same time, these developments raise broader questions about media pluralism, the visibility of diverse sources of information and the economic viability of independent and local media Strengthening resilience against FIMI therefore requires greater transparency and stronger media and digital literacy, while fully safeguarding freedom of expression. It also calls for a coordinated European approach to ensuring that technological innovation supports quality journalism, media pluralism and informed democratic debate.

A further essential element in advancing media and information literacy is the involvement of civil society organizations in the implementation of the aforementioned tasks: by virtue of their local embeddedness and direct community ties, civil society organizations can effectively contribute to the critical evaluation of information, conscious media consumption, and the development of digital competencies. Key instruments for achieving these objectives include public education and awareness-raising programmes implemented by civil society organizations, with particular regard to both younger and older generations, disadvantaged and vulnerable social groups, as well as communities with limited access to reliable information and communication technologies or diverse media content.

In this context, the CEI commits to promoting media independence, ownership transparency as well as the financial sustainability and resilience of the media sector, while ensuring a safe and enabling environment for quality journalism and strengthening the protection of journalists against online intimidation and harassment, unlawful or disproportionate surveillance, and abusive litigation. These efforts are underpinned by key European and international frameworks, as well as relevant standards developed by international organisations. In order to ensure that international and European Union funding opportunities related to the development of media and information literacy become genuinely accessible to smaller civil society organizations with limited resources (particularly those operating in the field of culture, and specifically digital culture), it is warranted to support these organizations through practical advisory services and networking during the application process and project preparation, tailored specifically to their needs.

Against this backdrop, effective communication is essential to counter misleading narratives in an increasingly complex geopolitical landscape. In particular, communicating EU enlargement as a strategic investment in stability requires a balanced approach that highlights the shared benefits of integration across Member States, while emphasising the transformative impact of reforms and the rule of law in candidate countries. This is essential to fostering informed public debate and maintaining long-term public trust and building public understanding of the enlargement process. In this context, CEI activities will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, in particular SDG  4 and 16.

As part of the CEI’s broader work on institutional connectivity and resilient governance, and in line with its commitment to the 2030 Agenda, the Plan of Action 2027–2030 will approach media freedom as a value to be nurtured and the wider information space as a shared asset to be made more resilient and trustworthy. It will support public access to information and the protection of fundamental freedoms, while equipping citizens, and young people in particular, with the critical skills to engage with information responsibility. It will also promote regional cooperation and evidence-based policy dialogue on the impact of digital technologies and artificial intelligence on media pluralism and the sustainability of independent journalism. Therefore, the activities will focus on:
· promoting training activities, mobility opportunities, cross-border cooperation and award schemes to encourage ethical and professional standards in journalism and strengthen investigative and local reporting; 
· encouraging networking and dialogue among journalists, media owners, civil society representatives, policy makers, government spokesperson and competent institutions in view of monitoring media developments in the region, considering national, EU and international legal frameworks;
· fostering the exchange of best practices on protection mechanisms for journalists and media workers operating in complex environments, while raising awareness on SLAPPs, digital surveillance, and online harassment;
· enhancing access to information by strengthening the capacity of public institutions and government communication services to ensure proactive disclosure and transparent public communication;
· advancing media and information literacy as a core tool for societal resilience by providing citizens with the competences to engage with digital and traditional media, while promoting regional coordination to ensure these efforts are scalable and coherent across borders;
· enhancing capacities to detect, analyse and respond to FIMI, including hybrid campaigns combining malicious cyber activities and information manipulation, by fostering multi-stakeholder cooperation among institutions, factcheckers, researchers, civil society, and media;
· fostering a coordinated European approach to the impact of major digital platforms and artificial intelligence on media pluralism and the sustainability of independent journalism, including through joint regional research and comparative studies assessing the effects of emerging technologies on information diversity, media visibility and the economic viability of independent and local media, thereby providing an evidence-base for forward looking policy recommendations and support policy dialogue on how to harness technological innovation in the public interest, strengthen quality journalism and democratic public debate prevent further market concentration, and safeguard a diverse, independent and pluralistic media ecosystem;
· facilitating the access of institutions, media and civil society organisations to EU programmes and funding in this field through targeted partnership-building and project preparation support, in view of proactively leveraging CEI instruments to maximise impact and ensure synergy.

The CEI will continue to act as a platform for dialogue and cooperation in this field, working in close coordination with competent international organisations and institutions (such as the EU, UNESCO, the Council of Europe and the OSCE), while deeply valuing long-standing partners like the South East Europe Media Organisation (SEEMO). By strengthening independent journalism, transparency and citizens' ability to navigate the information space, as well as through the partnership-based involvement of civil society organizations in the development of media and information literacy, the CEI aims to reinforce democratic resilience, support the European path of its Member States and the cooperation through the European Centre for Democratic Resilience, and foster a free, pluralistic and trustworthy information environment across the region.

2.3. Promoting gender equality and women's empowerment through inclusive policies, equal opportunities, and gender mainstreaming in public policy, foreign affairs, and diplomacy

Women's full and equal participation in society is essential to building a more resilient, cohesive and prosperous CEI region. Building on the significant progress achieved in recent years, continued efforts are needed to further strengthen women's participation and representation in political and economic life, advance the mainstreaming of gender equality across policies, and promote equal pay. Particular attention should also be devoted to preventing and addressing gender-based violence and to fostering safe, inclusive and empowering environments for all women and girls. Advancing these priorities requires sustained and coordinated action at both national and regional levels, supported by strong political commitment and cooperation. Against this backdrop, advancing regional sustainable development is closely linked to promoting gender equality, women's empowerment, and their active and meaningful participation at all levels of society and decision-making. 

Drawing on its recent experience and cooperation in this field, the CEI is stepping up its efforts to bridge Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFAs) and national gender equality institutions to address these structural challenges more effectively. In line with the CEI's bi-directional approach, the resulting political commitments could provide new impetus to work on the ground, while local experience will keep policy dialogue rooted in the lived realities of women across the region. In addition, within the current European and international policy landscape and in pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals, the CEI has a longstanding commitment to awareness-raising initiatives. These efforts focus on expanding women's access to education, economic opportunities, political engagement, and social spheres, thereby bridging gender-based economic and social divides, also in line with SDG 5.

As part of the CEI's broader work on institutional connectivity and resilient governance — including strengthening administrative capacities, enhancing public sector performance, and fostering cooperation among institutions across the region — the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030 will place particular emphasis on mainstreaming a gender perspective across its governmental, parliamentary, economic and local dimensions. In this context, the CEI will focus on:
1. mainstreaming gender equality and women’s perspectives across foreign policy, international cooperation and multilateral diplomacy, supported by practical guidance, targeted tools for inclusive policymaking, and effective frameworks for monitoring and evaluating implementation, as well as through regular policy dialogue and peer-learning exchanges;
1. advancing women's equal representation and active participation at all levels of diplomatic services, international negotiations, mediation and decision-making, also through a network of women diplomats from CEI Member States to support mentoring, peer exchange and joint advocacy;
1. supporting equal opportunities in education, employment and entrepreneurship, including equal pay for equal work or work of equal value, the exchange of good practices on pay transparency, and measures to reduce barriers related to unpaid care responsibilities and to promote work–life balance, through targeted capacity-building, mentoring and skills development;
1. promoting preventive and victim- and survivor-centred approaches to gender-based violence, including digital and technology-facilitated forms, through regional and judicial cooperation and the exchange of good practices on accessible, coordinated support and protection services, with particular attention to women and girls facing multiple disadvantages;
1. pursuing closer cooperation with relevant regional and international initiatives and partnerships to foster synergies and coordinated action, with a view to supporting efforts to enhance national legal and institutional frameworks on gender equality, in accordance with the EU acquis and in support of Member States’ European integration processes.

The CEI will continue promoting policy dialogue, institutional cooperation and diplomatic engagement to accelerate progress towards gender equality and women's empowerment across the region, applying a gender-responsive approach in the design, management and implementation of activities supported through its funds and instruments, thus helping the region move from formal commitments to practical coordination, and from parallel national efforts to collective action. 

2.4. Supporting cooperation in strengthening public health systems, emergency preparedness and institutional resilience to emerging risks and crises

Resilient health systems are a cornerstone of institutional resilience and social cohesion across the CEI region. The COVID-19 pandemic showed that the capacity of health and social systems to prevent, prepare for and respond to crises depends not only on national resources, but also on coordination, early detection the timely exchange of information and trust between institutions across borders. Health systems across the region nonetheless face interlinked pressures. Population ageing and the emigration of health professionals are straining care provision and leaving workforce gaps, most acute in rural and peripheral areas. Recurrent medicine shortages expose fragile supply chains, territorial disparities in access persist, and mental health needs remain under-addressed. Meanwhile, climate change is exacerbating health risks, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations, while increasingly significant cross-border health threats necessitate coordinated regional action and collaboration

In this context, the CEI will support cooperation aimed at strengthening resilient, inclusive and people-centered public health systems capable of preventing, detecting, preparing for and responding to current and emerging health challenges. In addition, the CEI will promote regional collaboration, policy dialogue, capacity-building and best practice and knowledge exchange in support of health system transformation, health security, demographic and system resilience and equitable access to quality and affordable health and social services. In particular, in the framework of its longstanding regional networks and strategic partnerships, the CEI will foster innovative, integrated approaches to addressing demographic change, population ageing, long-term care needs, and strengthening community resilience. Particular emphasis will be placed on supporting social innovation, scaling up innovative solutions and facilitating the transfer of knowledge and successful practices across the region, to strengthen the sustainability, accessibility and responsiveness of health and social systems. These efforts will contribute to reducing territorial disparities, improving quality of life and supporting the resilience of communities facing demographic, social, environmental and economic challenges. In doing so, particular attention will be given to relevant EU policies and priorities, including those related to health security and preparedness, digital transformation of health systems, demographic change and long-term care, facilitating the exchange of experience and the gradual alignment of approaches across the region. Moreover, the CEI activities will also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda, in particular SDG 3.

As part of its broader work on institutional connectivity and resilient governance, the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030 will support cooperation towards resilient, inclusive and people-centred health systems that ensure equitable access to quality health and social services. The CEI will focus on:
· strengthening public health systems by focusing on prevention, health promotion and health literacy; 
· strengthening health systems by advancing the environmental sustainability and climate resilience of healthcare services and infrastructure
· supporting healthy ageing policies and the development of accessible, integrated, person-centred and community-based health and long-term care services, including support for family and informal carers, and the promotion of tobacco cessation, healthy nutrition, sport and physical activity as drivers of healthy lifestyles;
· promoting social innovation and scaling innovative solutions addressing demographic change, healthy ageing, independent living, long-term care and community resilience;
· supporting health workforce through skills development, retention strategies, lifelong learning, professional mobility and digital competencies;
· promoting healthy environments and strengthening international cooperation at the intersection of health, environmental sustainability, climate change mitigation and adaptation, and quality of life, including cooperation on preventing adverse health impacts arising from environmental and climate-related risks;
· supporting multisectoral approaches involving public authorities, academia, civil society, healthcare providers, social services and local communities in addressing complex health and societal challenges;
· enhancing emergency preparedness, health security and cross-border cooperation to address health emergencies, disasters and other emerging risks;
· improving the security of supply of essential medicines and helping prevent shortages through regional cooperation, information sharing, solidarity mechanisms and joint procurement;
· supporting mental health and well-being, particularly among children, young people, older people and vulnerable groups.

By strengthening the resilience, accessibility and responsiveness of health and care systems, the CEI will help protect the health and well-being of citizens, reduce territorial disparities and reinforce the capacity of institutions across the region to withstand future crises.

2.5. Promoting science diplomacy, evidence-based policy dialogue, science-policy interface and cooperation with research and academic institutions 

Scientific knowledge, research and innovation are increasingly relevant to the formulation of public policies and to international relations, particularly in addressing complex challenges that transcend national borders. At the same time, rapid technological developments and growing geopolitical competition require stronger connections between scientific communities, policymakers and diplomatic actors. Strengthening these ties can help improve the quality of policy decisions, facilitate international scientific cooperation and create channels for dialogue in areas of common interest.

The CEI has progressively developed a distinctive role in this field and has promoted science diplomacy as a means of connecting scientific cooperation with policy dialogue and international relations. This work has resulted in the implementation of a significant body of work, which encompassed research and analysis on the state and prospects of science diplomacy in CEI Member States, capacity building and networking initiatives aimed at consolidating a strong science diplomacy community across the CEI area, and the development of science-policy-diplomacy interfaces around science-driven challenges of common interest. Through this multi-faceted action, the CEI has established a recognised role in the European science diplomacy landscape, which has led to the chairmanship of the European Union Science Diplomacy Alliance, the main European networking hub in the field, during the period 2025-2026. These efforts also contribute to the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda, in particular SDG 9, 16 and 17.

Building on these achievements, and in the context of the evolving European landscape, outlined in the Recommendation on a European Union framework for science diplomacy, adopted by the Council of the EU on 29 May 2026, CEI action for 2027–2030 will seek to further consolidate its role as a regional platform connecting science, policy and diplomacy. Particular attention will be devoted to:
· supporting science diplomacy as a tool for international cooperation, dialogue and confidence-building, including in geopolitically sensitive contexts;
· developing capacities and skills in science diplomacy through regional dialogues, training, mentoring, knowledge exchange and networking, with a view to reducing existing disparities in the knowledge and use of science diplomacy across the CEI area;
· strengthening science-policy-diplomacy interfaces and facilitating regular interaction among researchers, policymakers, diplomats and other relevant stakeholders, thus leveraging the nexus between regional cooperation and science diplomacy;
· promoting evidence-informed policymaking and the effective use of scientific knowledge and expertise in addressing complex societal and transboundary challenges;
· strengthening long-term partnerships among higher education institutions and research organisations across the CEI region through joint research and educational initiatives, institutional networking, academic mobility and capacity-building opportunities for early-career researchers and academic staff, with particular attention to fostering cooperation between institutions in EU and non-EU Member States.
· facilitating exchanges between research and policy communities on emerging technologies and their implications for society, international relations and foreign policy as well as with the private sector and broader public;
· promoting cross-border and transnational research cooperation, including through joint initiatives, scientific networks, mobility and access to research infrastructures;
· encouraging stronger links between scientific cooperation, innovation and policy development, including through multi-stakeholder approaches;
· supporting the participation and visibility of CEI Member States, particularly EU candidate countries, in European and international science diplomacy networks and debates;
· using the CEI’s regional platform to identify and promote science-based responses to shared challenges, including those related to sustainable development, emerging technologies, climate and environmental change, health, energy and security.

Building on its accumulated experience and established partnerships, the CEI will continue to position science, research and innovation as instruments for regional cooperation, multilateral diplomacy, and constructive dialogue. By bringing together scientific, academic, diplomatic and policy communities across its region, the CEI can contribute to evidence-informed policymaking, strengthen international scientific cooperation and enhance the capacity of its Member States to address complex challenges through knowledge-based and collaborative approaches.

3. People-to-People Connectivity and Local Engagement 

People-to-people cooperation and local engagement will remain a key dimension of CEI engagement, contributing to regional cohesion, mutual understanding and inclusive cooperation across the region. By fostering exchanges, partnerships and cooperation among citizens, local authorities, institutions and communities, the CEI will strengthen the human dimension of regional cooperation, promote shared values, reconciliation, dialogue and mutual trust, and bring the Organisation closer to citizens across the region. Keeping the youth anchored in European values remains an important objective. Moreover, strengthening synergies with relevant European initiatives, including EU programmes and macro-regional strategies, will be central to these efforts.

3.1. Fostering cultural cooperation, preserving cultural heritage and promoting intercultural dialogue 

Culture is a cornerstone of human and social development and one of the strongest bonds connecting the peoples of Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. As a bearer of identity and collective memory, cultural cooperation fosters mutual understanding, good-neighbourly relations and cohesion, and acts as a catalyst for inclusive growth, innovation and, ultimately, regional integration. In this sense, cultural cooperation is a vital instrument of the CEI's mission: it advances the fundamental values underpinning the region's European path and helps to build trust and bridge historical divides and national differences. In doing so, it nurtures inclusion and respect for diversity and rights of persons belonging to national minorities strengthening the mutual understanding on which good-neighbourly relations and a shared sense of European belonging depend.

The region's rich and diverse cultural heritage represents a common asset and part of a shared European inheritance. It is, moreover, a growing source of creativity, entrepreneurship and quality employment, whose potential can be more fully realised.  At the same time, it is increasingly exposed to a range of pressures, from the effects of climate change and natural disasters to the devastating impact of armed conflict and crises, which can destroy heritage sites and erase collective memory. 

In this regard, it is also important to take into account that countries of the region are both targets of the cultural heritage crime (source countries) and routes of smuggling (transit countries). The CEI with member states both within and outside the EU, has the unique potential to efficiently complement the strengthened monitoring system deriving from the EU regulations on the introduction and import of cultural goods, and thus effectively assist all CEI member states in tackling this complex challenge

To promote Central and Eastern European cultural cooperation and strengthen cross-border relations, the implementation of programmes requires, on the one hand, the involvement of civil society organizations actively engaged in local cultural community life, and on the other, ensuring that events build upon the cultural diversity and distinct characteristics of local communities rather than relying exclusively on initiatives of larger cultural institutions. In view of the above, it is advisable that the criteria for implementing events take into account the scope of cultural activities carried out by participating local civil society organizations, the number of cross-border partnerships established through the programmes, the involvement of volunteers, and the long-term social impacts as well.

Cultural cooperation has long been a CEI priority and a distinctive feature of its people-to-people connectivity, addressed across both its governmental and parliamentary dimensions — the latter through a dedicated Committee on cultural affairs. In line with its commitment to the 2030 Agenda, the CEI supports the preservation and management of cultural heritage across its Member States (SDG 11), promotes equal access to culture and the appreciation of cultural diversity (SDG 4) including through dialogue and awareness-raising on the rights of persons belonging to national minorities, and champions the cultural and creative sectors as a driver of decent work and sustainable growth (SDG 8), thereby also reinforcing peaceful and inclusive societies (SDG 16). 

Over the years, it has backed a broad range of activities while building partnerships with international organisations active in the field as well as with civil society and relevant entities. On this basis, the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030 will focus on:
· advancing the preservation, protection and sustainable stewardship of cultural heritage of Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, in both its tangible and intangible forms — from safeguarding sites of historical significance and strengthening capacities in conservation and restoration, to reflection on cultural memory, archives and the narratives of minority communities — with particular attention to heritage at risk, including from armed conflict, crises, natural disasters and the effects of climate change;
· combatting illicit trafficking of cultural goods - considering the international nature of crimes related, through active international and inter-agency cooperation; 
· fostering entrepreneurship, innovation and skills within the cultural and creative sectors, and sharing good practice, so as to strengthen their contribution to local development, competitiveness and quality jobs, helping to retain talent in the region;
· promoting cultural cooperation and exchange opportunities through festivals, exhibitions and similar initiatives that connect creators, cultural institutions and the public across borders, encourage cultural engagement and audience development, broaden access to culture, and nurture the European values underpinning the region's integration path; 
· encouraging the mobility of artists and cultural operators, and the circulation of works beyond national contexts — in fields such as visual arts, film, music, literature— with a view to fostering professional development, strengthening cross-border cooperation and networking, and supporting emerging young talents, including through dedicated awards and fellowships;
· enabling the digitalisation of heritage and cultural assets, with a view to its protection, preservation and, where necessary, restoration, and to secure them for the long term and to facilitate widen public access, in line with relevant European frameworks;
· promoting mutual understanding through the active involvement of local national minority communities and the civil society organizations representing them, capacity building, dialogue and awareness-raising on diversity and on the rights of persons belonging to national minorities, fostering inclusion and respect for different cultures and identities;
· deepening cooperation with competent international and regional organisations, with special emphasis on UNESCO and its Regional Bureau for Science and Culture in Europe (UNESCO Venice) with the view to implementing joint projects, pooling expertise, co-organising events and pursuing common funding opportunities, including under EU programmes (SDG 17).

The CEI will support the region in harnessing its rich and diverse cultural landscape as a resource for regional cooperation, using cultural diplomacy to build bridges across borders and transform cultural proximity and diversity into drivers of dialogue, mutual understanding, and a shared sense of European belonging.

3.2. Empowering youth through education, lifelong learning, mobility and people-to-people exchanges 

Young people across the CEI region continue to face significant and interlinked challenges. High levels of youth unemployment and inactivity and a persistent mismatch between education systems and labour market needs continue to limit their prospects. Combined with demographic decline, these factors fuel emigration and brain drain, depriving the region of the talent it needs for its convergence with the EU. At the same time, young people are increasingly exposed to disinformation and polarisation, making it even more important to keep them anchored in European values and engaged in public life. Young people are not passive recipients of these changes, but protagonists of the choices that will shape the region.

Within this framework, the CEI will continue developing its Youth Agenda. Building on the previously activities supported, including fellowships, trainings and Flagship Events, the Organisation will further streamline its youth initiatives and strengthen cooperation with key partners, notably the Council of Europe, where the CEI holds Observer status in the European Steering Committee for Youth (CDEJ) and the Joint Council on Youth (CMJ) and the European Youth Parliament. These efforts tend to be aligned with the EU Youth Strategy, the reinforced Youth Guarantee and the Council of Europe Youth Sector Strategy 2030. They also contribute to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, in particular SDG 4 on inclusive and quality education and lifelong learning for all, and SDG target 8.6 on reducing the share of young people not in employment, education or training.

During the implementation of the CEI Plan of Action 2027–2030, particular emphasis will be placed on equipping young people with the skills, opportunities and networks needed to build their future in the region, while giving them a stronger voice in the decisions that concern them. The CEI will focus on:
· strengthening youth participation in decision-making, including by supporting National Youth Councils and a network of young parliamentarians within the CEI Parliamentary Dimension, in partnership with the European Youth Parliament;
· promoting inclusive and quality education, both formal and non-formal, with particular attention to secondary education and vocational education and training (VET), and a focus on STEM, digital competences, media literacy and critical thinking to strengthen democratic resilience, while ensuring equal access for young women, persons belonging to minorities, young people with disabilities and those living in rural and remote areas;
· strengthening the quality, flexibility and practical relevance of higher education through closer cooperation between higher education institutions, employers and regional stakeholders, including work-based learning, flexible learning pathways, and the development of short learning programmes and micro-credentials to support lifelong learning, upskilling and reskilling;
· strengthening inclusive access to and participation in higher education by addressing social, economic, geographical and disability-related barriers, improving the accessibility of learning environments and digital educational content, and promoting targeted support for underrepresented groups.
· expanding youth mobility and people-to-people exchanges through fellowships, traineeships, volunteering and academic and professional exchanges and virtual exchanges, facilitating in particular the participation of young people from non-EU Member States;
· fostering youth entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship building on initiatives such as UNICEF's UPSHIFT programme and other programmes, with a view to turning brain drain into brain circulation;
· promoting youth-led dialogue on democracy, European integration and security through regional forums, activities and awards, and supporting youth-led and active citizenship initiatives on shared challenges such as climate action, gender equality and social inclusion;
· enhancing synergies with regional and international partners active in the youth field, including the Council of Europe, UN entities, the Regional Cooperation Council and the Regional Youth Cooperation Office, to avoid duplication and pool expertise.
· promoting student success and completion in higher education by encouraging mentoring, tutoring, the early identification of students at risk of dropping out, and targeted academic and personal support, with particular attention to disadvantaged and underrepresented students;
· promoting grassroots sports exchanges, regional youth sports events, and healthy lifestyle initiatives as inclusive tools for cross-border youth dialogue, social integration, and active citizenship.

3.3. Strengthening local communities through cross-border cooperation and sustainable development

Strong and connected communities are essential to fostering cohesion, mutual understanding and sustainable development across the CEI region. Cooperation among citizens, local authorities, civil society organisations, educational and cultural institutions, businesses and other stakeholders can help overcome geographical and social barriers, create new opportunities and strengthen territorial links. This is particularly important for rural, peripheral and border areas facing demographic decline, poverty, socio-economic inequalities, limited access to essential and digital services, and the effects of crises and conflicts. By reinforcing people-to-people connections and local ownership, these efforts can help reduce disparities, expand opportunities and enhance resilience.

Building more balanced and sustainable territories requires inclusive participation, stronger cohesion and equitable access to opportunities. European, macro-regional and international agendas increasingly promote territorially tailored and participatory approaches, with a growing focus on poverty reduction, capacity building and empowerment. Participatory governance, stronger institutions and investment in local potential are widely recognised as key factors for reducing development gaps and supporting resilient economies. These priorities are especially relevant in the enlargement context, where territorial cooperation, strengthened governance and inclusive development can contribute to socio-economic convergence and closer alignment with European policies and standards. 

In order to promote social cohesion and cross-border cooperation, priority attention should be paid to supporting and promoting volunteerism and voluntary activities, as well as developing the capacities of civil society organizations to recruit and retain volunteers. Various forms of volunteering, intergenerational cooperation, mutual assistance and community responsibility should be encouraged, with particular regard to economically less developed regions and the communities of border areas.

The participation of smaller local civil society organizations with limited financial and human resource capacities should be facilitated through targeted preparatory, mentoring, partner-search, and project-development support. Efforts should be made to ensure that the administrative and financial requirements associated with funding opportunities are proportionate to the size of the projects and the capacities of the applicant organizations, thereby promoting territorially and organizationally balanced participation.

In this context, the CEI will support actions that empower local stakeholders to actively shape development processes and address territorial challenges through participatory and inclusive approaches. In local development processes, it is necessary to ensure the substantive and timely involvement of civil society organizations in identifying local community needs, defining development priorities, preparing decisions, and implementing and evaluating programmes. The substantive participation of local civil society organizations in local development processes must be implemented in a manner that guarantees them genuine opportunity for participation on equal terms with local governments, businesses, and institutions. Disregarding the above entails the risk that the involvement of civil society organizations in development-policy decision-making processes will be reduced merely to ad hoc consultations or to the implementation of already adopted decisions. Particular attention will be given to territories facing persistent challenges, including rural, peripheral and border areas affected by social exclusion, demographic pressures, displacement, and the consequences of crises and conflicts. Through supporting participatory processes and multi-level cooperation, the CEI will help stakeholders identify shared priorities, co-design solutions and play an active role in shaping the future of their territories. This should include ensuring the effective participation of women, persons with disabilities and other disadvantaged groups, including through accessible information and inclusive consultation processes. Special attention will be devoted to the development of shared cross-border initiatives that strengthen territorial integration, enhance cooperation among neighbouring communities and contribute to addressing common socio-economic and environmental challenges. These efforts are closely aligned with EU approaches to territorial cohesion, place-based development and cross-border cooperation, while contributing to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, particularly SDGs 8, 10, 11 and 16. In this context, the CEI will focus in particular on:
· strengthening people-to-people connectivity and cross-border cooperation through exchanges, partnerships and joint initiatives involving citizens, local authorities, civil society organisations, educational and cultural institutions, businesses and other local stakeholders, fostering dialogue, mutual understanding and trust across borders;
· supporting place-based and community-led sustainable development by strengthening local capacities, participatory planning, social innovation and community initiatives, particularly in rural, peripheral and border areas, and by encouraging cooperation among municipalities and regional stakeholders;
· promoting inclusive and resilient communities by addressing poverty, social exclusion and territorial inequalities, improving access to essential and digital services, education, employment and skills, and strengthening communities’ capacity to anticipate, respond to and recover from demographic, economic, social and environmental challenges and crises;
· supporting sustainable local economies and employment through entrepreneurship, innovation, skills development and sustainable tourism, while valorising local cultural and natural assets, strengthening local value chains and promoting economic opportunities that support the green and digital transitions;
· strengthening the capacities of local and regional authorities and local stakeholders to develop and implement integrated territorial development strategies, engage citizens through participatory and bottom-up approaches, access funding, exchange knowledge and good practices, and participate effectively in cross-border cooperation, including in the context of the EU enlargement process;
· reducing administrative and institutional barriers to cross-border cooperation and enhancing coordination among local, regional and national actors to support more effective, inclusive and sustainable territorial development.

By bringing regional cooperation closer to citizens and empowering communities to shape their own development, the CEI will strengthen the local foundations of social and territorial cohesion. Through participatory approaches, stronger local capacities, sustainable economic opportunities and cross-border partnerships, the CEI will contribute to more inclusive, cohesive and resilient communities, while supporting socio-economic convergence and closer European integration across the region.

IV. IMPLEMENTATION, REPORTING AND MID-TERM REVIEW

Implementation will rely on the active engagement of Member States and the involvement of a broad range of stakeholders, as well as on projects and activities supported through CEI funds and instruments and, where appropriate, external resources and partnerships.

The CEI constituency will be regularly informed of activities undertaken in the framework of the Plan, and progress will be reported to the relevant CEI structures, primarily the Committee of National Coordinators (CNC), as well as through the Annual Reports of the CEI Secretary General.

A mid-term review will be carried out after two years to assess progress, identify possible gaps and consider whether adjustments are needed. This will help ensure the continued relevance of the Plan and allow the CEI to respond flexibly to evolving regional circumstances and emerging priorities.

The mid-term review will also assess, where relevant and based on available data, how CEI-supported activities contribute to equal opportunities, accessibility and the inclusion of disadvantaged groups. This may include proportionate indicators on participation and access to services, with data disaggregated by sex, age and disability where available and in compliance with applicable data protection rules.
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