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1 Introduction  

The Comprehensive Plan for the Territory of the Republic of Lithuania (CPTRL) foresees to es-

tablish three urban partnerships, in view of “increas[ing] the country's overall role at international 

level, generating all kinds of benefits for the country's internal prosperity, and improving the quality 

of life in the regions“. These three urban partnerships are, as shown in Figure 1: 

- Vilnius-Kaunas, 

- Šiauliai-Panevėžys, 

- Klaipėda Regional Partnership. 

These partnerships combine all defining features of soft cooperation initiatives, as identified by 

the ESPON ACTAREA project, i.e.: 

- a medium to long term integrative perspective (i.e. are not limited to the implementation 

of a single project); 

- an ambition to enhance the capacities of involved players, making them actors of their 

own development; 

- a determination to renew relations between institutional levels, sectors of activity and 

types of actors (e.g. NGOs, private companies, local and regional authorities, agen-

cies…) 

However, they still remain to be implemented. Actors to be involved, cooperation boundaries, 

thematic focus and organisational setup remain to be defined. 

Figure 1  Lithuanian urban partnerships for integration  

in international functional networks 

 
Source: ‘Competitive State’ map of CPTRL, automated translation of legend 
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1.1 Vilnius-Kaunas dipole city  

The idea of a Vilnius Kaunas ‘two-city’ (‘dvimiesčio’) presented in the CPTRL is not new. It was 

launched by the Lithuanian architect and urbanist Jurgis Vanagas shortly after independence (i.e. 

early 1990s) (see Vanagas (2006)). A central objective was to avoid urban sprawl, i.e. to concen-

trate urban development around a limited number of nodes, with extensive green areas in be-

tween. A well-functioning railway system is key to such territorial development, as illustrated in 

Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2  Conceptual scheme for a Vilnius-Kaunas polycentric city with two main nodes   

 
Source: Vanagas (2006) 

 

The idea of a Vilnius-Kaunas dipole city was first politically approved in 2003 (Vilnius City Munic-

ipality and Kaunas City Municipality, 2004). However, this joint strategic plan produce limited con-

crete results (Liepone, 2018; Vyšniūnas, 2006). 

The di-pole city re-emerged in the late as part of preparations of CPTRL, as part of the wider 

national strategy for regional partnerships. Laimutė Janulienė, Head of the working group for the 

preparation of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for the CPTRL in 2019 noted that 

the “idea is welcomed at the national level - ministries, institutions - but at the regional level there 

is still a great deal of mistrust of the central government's proposals”1. Experts interviewed as part 

of the present project confirm that there is a lack of trust between actors from local and national 

levels (vertical relations), and also describe strained dialogues between actors from different 

  

1 https://sa.lt/kauno-ir-vilniaus-dvimiestis-vizija-ar-netolima-ateitis/ 
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municipalities (horizontal relations). Part of the reason is some local and regional stakeholders 

are strong proponents of a di-pole city, while others are reluctant. Remigijus Šimašius (Mayor of 

Vilnius) for example argues that a dipole city would make it possible to attract investors in com-

petition with Bucharest or Warsaw “where it is easier to hier two thousand people at once” 

(Liepone, 2018). Reaching a critical mass in the European and global contexts is therefore an 

important part of the justification for more integrated territorial development. 

Another important component of the rationale for the partnership is that Vilnius is located far from 

the geographic centre of Lithuania and from the intersection of main transport axes. A dual met-

ropolitan region is in a better position to serve the entire Lithuanian territory and to develop con-

nections with external markets (Vanagas, 2006). 

 

1.2 Coastal Zone   

The Coastal Zone is on the forefront of territorial cooperation. Its seven municipalities established 

the Association “Klaipėda Region” in 2012 (see Figure 3). It has implemented a number of projects 

in different fields, such as sustainable tourism (e.g. fishing tourism, yachting tourism, bicycle 

routes), agricultural production, public transport, human capital, capacity building. Many of the 

projects have a cross-border or transnational (Baltic Sea Region) dimension. The starting point 

for regional partnerships is therefore radically different than in the Vilnius-Kaunas area. Cooper-

ation is nonetheless challenging, as the area includes four predominantly rural municipalities, two 

resort towns and one coastal city. 

Regional cooperation in the Klaipėda Region has focused on three priorities: 

- Blue economy; 

- Bioeconomy; 

- Coastal and maritime tourism. 

- In addition, two horizontal objectives have been identified: 

- Industry 4.0 / 5.0; 

- Services economy. 

 

Figure 3  Screenshot of the Klaipėda Region website 

 
Source: https://klaipedaregion.lt, Association “Klaipėda Region” 

https://klaipedaregion.lt/
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Industrial development in Klaipėda  

Industrial development around the port is lower than in e.g. Vilnius and Kaunas. The synthesis of 

a debate between key exports and stakeholders in February 2020 states that “compared to other 

metropolitan areas, Klaipėda has resembled a “sleeping beauty” in the last decade”2. Žygimantas 

Mauricas, Chief Economist of Luminor Bank identifies the "lack of infrastructure and talents” as 

the two main bottlenecks3. However, the Free Economic Zone of Klaipėda hosts 100 businesses 

with almost 6,000 employees in total and extensive R&D&I activities4. In January 2021, Klaipėda’s 

economic development agency Klaipėda iD signed an agreement with twenty public sector insti-

tutions and seven departments of Klaipėda city municipality to establish a “green corridor” initia-

tive to make the issuing of building permits for new businesses four times shorter5. This agree-

ment is an example of a successful dialogue between authorities from different sectors and terri-

torial levels.  

Klaipėda port 

The Klaipėda Port is one of the key strengths of the Coastal ne. As the only major port of Lithuania, 

this is an infrastructure of national interest. However, some interviewees consider that the port 

could play a stronger role as a driver of regional economic development.  

Several negative externalities connected to the presence of the port.      It effectively blocks access 

to the lagoon from the city cente of Klaipėda. Additionally, the port generates environmental nui-

sances linked such as emissions of dust and other air pollutants from boats using the port and 

noise. Cruise ships landing in Klaipėda port generate some additional flows of tourists, e.g. on 

the Curonian Spit. However, one interviewee points out that such day trips are said generate 

limited local economic benefits and are concentrated in areas that are already exposed to over-

tourism.   

The Port has its own Master Plan, which was approved in 20196. This Plan foresees different 

options of expansion of the port, to the south along the lagoon as well as to the north with the 

  

2 https://www.klaipeda.lt/lt/naujienos/klaipedos-ekonomines-pletros-strategija-2030-pranesimai-

ziniasklaidai/7660/klaipedos-ambicija-ismani-pramone-it-ir-uosto-pletra:36 

3 Ibid. 

4 https://www.fez.lt/meet-our-community/#members 

5 The agreement includes Klaipėda city municipality with seven of its departments as well as the Environmental Protection 

Agency, the National Public Health Centre, AB Eso, AB Telia Lietuva, AB Klaipėdos Vanduo, UAB Gatvių Apšvietimas, 

AB Litgrid, the National Energy Regulatory Council, AB Klaipėdos Energija, the State Territorial Planning and Construction 

Inspectorate, the Agency for the Adaptation of the Environment for the Disabled, the Department of Cultural Heritage, the 

Lithuanian Transport Safety Administration, AB Lietuvos Geležinkeliai, UAB Miesto Energija, the Radiation Safety Centre, 

the Curonian Spit National Park Directorate and the Klaipėda region municipality. 

6 https://www.fez.lt/the-master-plan-for-the-port-of-klaipeda-has-been-approved/   

https://www.fez.lt/the-master-plan-for-the-port-of-klaipeda-has-been-approved/
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ambition of creating an outer sea port for oceanic shipping. These plans are, according to inter-

viewees, currently halted, partly as a result of extensive conflicts with the city of Klaipėda. The 

Strategic development plan 2021-2030 for the city of Klaipėda, which was adopted in June 2021 

and includes a vision of the city for 2035 (“Klaipėda 2035 – energetic, smart, inclusive”), is not 

fully aligned with the Port Master Plan. Some interviewees highlight that dialogues are compli-

cated by the fact that the Port belongs to national authorities. Plans for infrastructure of national 

significance have the highest status and authority in the Lithuanian planning system, 

Klaipėda Seaport envisages to become a so-called “green port”, in which companies implement 

and develop environmentally friendly technologies7. A public procurement procedure for studies 

to be undertaken to develop a green port concept was launched on 1st April 2021. The objective 

is to assess the current impact of port activities on the environment and to draw up a plan for 

greening port activities. They will build on examples of good practices from other European and 

Baltic Sea ports for this purpose.  

 

1.3 Geographic and thematic focus of the study 

The present study focuses on two areas, with specific thematic foci: 

- Vilnius-Kaunas functional areas, residential pressures, commuting (public transport/indi-

vidual car), location of key services to the population 

- Vilnius-Kaunas logistic hubs/services, international accessibility (rail/air), spatial organi-

sation of R&D&I and knowledge intensive activities/foreign investments 

- Coastal zone (including both land and sea areas): competition between multiple func-

tions: maritime traffic, port activities, renewable energy production, leisure and tourism, 

protected areas (Unesco World Heritage sites) 

- Zoom-on in Klaipeda, focusing on the issue of competition between multiple functions: 

e.g. port, residential functions, leisure, tourism, military activities, environmental protec-

tion, energy production. 

 

In the CPTRL, the objectives of these partnerships are generically described in the following 

terms: 

- Creating a high level of connectivity between urban centres, so that travel times between 

them can as short as possible; 

- Ensuring multi-modal travel options for passengers (increasing interoperability and com-

patibility between international and domestic public transport services, as well as facili-

tating the movement of tourists); 

- Ensuring the logistics capabilities of multimodal and intermodal freight; 

- Developing coherent innovation policy frameworks; 

- Increasing the degree of economic, social, cultural and other international integration 

through cooperation between science and innovation centres; 

  

7 https://www.portofklaipeda.lt/news/15170/569/ 
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- Positioning partnerships in the international context as a platform with an attractive envi-

ronment for start-ups, with well-developed e-services. 

It is specified that partnerships are formed “without creating co-urbanisation and without promot-

ing a divide between them”. The implementation of partnerships will require the elaboration of 

comprehensive plans or specific planning documents. 

In the Vilnius-Kaunas case, the focus is specifically on shortening travel time between the cities. 

In connection with the construction of the Rail Baltica (railway between the Baltic capital cities), 

travel times between Vilnius and Kaunas is expected to be 38 minutes. In addition, the possibility 

of constructing a new international airport between Vilnius and Kaunas is being considered. 

The objectives of the Coastal Zone Regional Partnership are described in Text Box 1.  

 

Text Box 1  Cooperation objectives for the Coastal Zone Partnership in the CPTRL 

The CPTRL ambitions “to develop Klaipėda as a metropolitan urban centre with public ser-

vices at all levels, a seaport of Baltic Sea Region importance, a university, a science and 

technology park, cultural expression facilities and infrastructure, transport services (air, road, 

rail and water), international tourism centres and infrastructure”. 

Strengthening the stability of the international urban centre that unites the whole coastal 

area, expanding the range of activities and services through the development of new mari-

time activities and related science and innovation, enabling Klaipėda to reinforce its role in 

the Baltic Sea Region, to become a strong centre of maritime activities, and to expand its 

influence internationally […]  

For the sustainable development of the Klaipėda urban centre and the territories within the 

coastal zone of influence, implementation of territorial and/or strategic solutions, strengthen-

ing of the hierarchical polycentric urban structure in the territory of the urban agglomeration, 

and preparation of general plans or special territorial planning documents […].” 
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2 Methodology  

The study was carried out in close dialogue with the Lithuanian Ministry of Environment. Multiple 

round of exchange made it possible to specify the needs and expectations attached to the study. 

The study was implemented included different steps: 

- Compilation and review of documents related to Lithuanian national, regional and local 

spatial planning, strategic plans, including the Comprehensive Plan of the Republic of 

Lithuania. 

- Compilation and analysis of data of relevance for the study, with specific focus on data at 

a sufficiently detailed geographic scale to describe the cooperation areas. Few such da-

tasets are available. Some were compiled from sources other than Statistics Lithuania. 

- Mapping of relevant datasets using Geographic Information System software, analysis of 

geographic patterns and trends. 

- Elaboration of draftMapshots on the basis of compiled evidence     .  

- Interviews with seven stakeholders and experts (see Table 1).  

- Elaboration of revised Mapshots, and corresponding storylines for territorial cooperation 

in the two case study regions. 

 

Table 1  List of interviewees 

Name Company / function 

Mrs Giedrė Ratkutė-Skačkauskienė urbanist, planner, Vilnius Tech academic 

Mr Martynas Marozas urbanist, KTU academic 

Ms Živilė Šimkutė urbanist, KTU academic 

Mr Marius Narmontas ex vice-minister for territorial planning and construction in the 

Environment Ministry, currently a project manager in Rail Bal-

tica  

Mr Ričardas Zulcas Klaipėda City municipality administration director's senior ad-

visor 

Ms Eglė Stonke Manging Director – Klaipėda Region Association 

Mr Mindaugas Pakalnis Vilnius city architect, previously involved  

in the development on Klaipėda’s comprehensive plan 
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3 General patterns for Lithuania 

 

The present section compiles contextual quantitative evidence for the analysed cooperation initi-

atives. These are mostly at the municipal level and cover the entire country. The objective is to 

identify main patterns and trends as a starting point for exchanges with stakeholders on opportu-

nities, challenges and perspectives for each of the two cooperation initiatives.  

 

3.1 Demographic trends  

The population of Lithuania declined 23% between 1996-2021 (see Figure 4). In spite of the fact 

that population figures have been stable between 2019 and 2021, Statistics Lithuania foresees a 

continued population decline in the next decades. These projections therefore imply that the pop-

ulation in 2070 would be halved compared to 1996 figures. Population would then according to 

projections fall from 3,6 million in 1996 to 1,8 million in 2070. 

Figure 4  Demographic trends 1996-2021 and population projections 2030-2070 

 
Source: own elaboration based on Statistics Lithuania 

Emigration has been an important component of population decline. However, migration flows 

have changed significantly in recent years (see Table 2 below). In 2017, Lithuania experienced a 

net out-migration of almost 1% at national level. It was around or above national average in 

Klaipėda8, below national average in Kaunas and around half of national average in Vilnius. Be-

tween 2017 and 2020, net migration flows were inversed. Balanced migratory flows were 

achieved at the national level in 2019, i.e. before the COVID crisis and the finalisation of Brexit. 

  

8 City and district municipalities are considered jointly in this paragraph. 
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International net-migration was then positive in Vilnius, Kaunas and Klaipėda. In 2020, the inter-

national net migration rate was +0,61%. Klaipėda had a positive rate of almost +1%, while it was 

around +0,75% in Kaunas and Vilnius.   

Some of the highest rates of international in-migration are also found along the Kaunas-Vilnius 

axis. A number of municipalities along the coastline, have high rates of international out- and in-

migration compared to those observed in other parts of Lithuania (see also Maps 15-18, Annex 1).  

 

Table 2  Out-migration and In-migration rates from selected municipalities  
 

International in-migration International out-migration International  net migration 

  2017 2018 2019 2020 2017 2018 2019 2020 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Vilnius  

city mun. 

0,97 0,92 1,18 1,69 1,44 1,09 1,02 0,91 -

0,46 

-

0,17 

0,16 0,78 

Vilnius  

district mun. 

0,59 0,75 1,31 1,58 1,21 0,90 0,90 0,86 -

0,62 

-

0,15 

0,41 0,72 

Kaunas  

city mun. 

0,70 0,67 0,99 1,43 1,58 1,04 1,00 0,76 -

0,88 

-

0,37 

-

0,01 

0,68 

Kaunas  

district mun. 

0,72 0,69 1,06 1,53 1,50 0,94 0,87 0,76 -

0,78 

-

0,25 

0,19 0,77 

Klaipėda  

city mun. 

0,86 0,87 1,34 2,17 1,86 1,31 1,31 1,21 -

1,00 

-

0,44 

0,03 0,95 

Klaipėda  

district mun. 

0,92 1,45 1,93 1,99 1,82 1,26 1,17 0,99 -

0,90 

0,19 0,76 1,00 

National aver-

age 

0,71 0,73 1,03 1,43 1,68 1,15 1,05 0,83 -

0,97 

-

0,42 

-

0,01 

0,61 

 

Map 1  Municipal population growth 2001-2020 
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Figure 5  Demographic change at the level of elderships (sub-divisions of municipalities) 

(2001-2018) 

 
Source: Ubareviciene and Burneika (2020)  

 

Local demographic trends in the last two decades reveal distinct suburbanisation and urban 

sprawl trends around most cities (see  

Map 1 and Figure 5). In Kaunas and Klaipėda urban municipalities experience population decline 

(-22,9% and -22,6%, respectively), while Vilnius experiences moderate population growth (+2%). 

Municipalities around Vilnius, Kaunas and Klaipėda have some of the highest rates of domestic 

in-migration in Lithuania: +13,8% in Vilnius district municipality, +17,7% in Kaunas District munic-

ipality, +31,6% in Klaipėda district municipality and +49,8% in Neringa municipality (on the Cu-

ronian spit, south of Klaipėda) (see Map 15 p. 62, Annex 1) 

Highest population growth is observed in selected elderships9 in the immediate vicinity of these 

three urban municipalities (see Figure 5). Elderships along the axis connecting Kaunas to Vilnius 

experience the same type of population decline as in other rural parts of Lithuania at a similar 

distance from an urban centre. Ubareviciene and Burneika (2020) describe the suburbanisation 

around Vilnius as “fast”, “chaotic” and “uncoordinated”. They note that “new developments often 

lack essential infrastructure and public services (i.e. schools and kindergartens, water supplying 

and treatment systems, etc.). Urban sprawl also challenges existing infrastructure and its mainte-

nance, e.g., public transport cannot serve distant suburbs and encourages people to use private 

transport, and thus a vicious circle is formed.” A strengthening of regional level planning is 

  

9 Elderships are the smallest administrative division of Lithuania, i.e. subdivisions of municipalities. 
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advocated as a requirement to address these issues. In 2020 a new law was adopted to address 

the insufficient infrastructure endowment of in newly developed territories (Law on Municipal In-

frastructure Development of the Republic of Lithuania). It established a mechanism for municipal-

ities to collect financial contributions/taxes for infrastructure development before giving the permit 

to build something. Implementation of this law remains partial. 

 

3.2 Residential pressures 

Data on real estate prices reflect the relative attractiveness of suburban areas (see Map 2 and 

Map 3). Flat prices are higher in urban municipalities compared to their respective surroundings 

(see Table 3 and Table 4). Average flat prices in the district municipalities of Vilnius, Kaunas and 

Klaipėda are similar, while house prices are lower in Kaunas.  

Table 3   Average flat prices in 2020-2021 (euros per square meter)  

 Urban municipality District municipality 

Vilnius 2,200 1,070 

Kaunas 1,360 980 

Klaipėda  1,250 1,050 

 

Table 4  Average house prices in 2020-2021 (euros per square meter)  

 Urban municipality District municipality 

Vilnius 1,300 900 

Kaunas 980 800 

Klaipėda  1,150 840 

 

Map 2  Average square meter price of flats (2020-2021) 
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Map 3  Average square meter price of houses (2020-2021) 

 
 

 

3.3 Employment 

Employment rates in Lithuania are above EU average in 2019 (76,7% against 72,4%). However, 

there are significant differences within the country10 (see Map 4). The highest rates are found in 

and around Vilnius, in Birštonas, Druskininkai, Šiauliai, Klaipėda, Kaunas and Panevėžys city 

municipalities. Rates as low as 50,1% can be observed north of the Vilnius-Kaunas axis. High 

employment rates are therefore mostly an urban phenomenon, and the Vilnius metropolitan areas 

stands out in the national context. The coastal strip (Palanga, Neringa) also displays high em-

ployment rates. 

Areas with the most significant positive change in employment rates in recent years tend to be 

located in northern parts of Lithuania. However, there also significant positive trends along in 

southernmost parts of the coastline (Šilutė, +10,3 perc. points), in Kaunas district municipality      

(+5.5 perc. points) and Alytus city municipality (+12.4 perc. points) (see Map 5) 

 

  

 
 

10 Subnational values are based on a definition working age population as population aged between 15 and 
64 years old, against 20-64 years for EU comparison. Subnational rates are therefore lower. 
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Map 4  Municipal  employment rates (2020) 

 

 

 

Map 5  Evolution of municipal employment rates between 2017 and 2019 
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3.4 R&D expenditure and economic activity patterns 

Data on the geographic distribution of private R&D expenditure could not be compiled. However, 

data on public R&D expenditure indicate a massive concentration of expenditure in Vilnius and 

Kaunas (see Figure 6). Expenditure has varied considerably over the last decades, but the con-

centration of expenses in Vilnius County tends to increase. Expenses in Vilnius County were 42% 

superior to those in Kaunas County in 2006, and 68% superior in 2019.  

Public R&D expenses in Klaipėda have been more stable and is much lower (less than 7% of the 

expenses in Vilnius County).  

 

Figure 6  Public R&D expenditure (including R&D in higher education institutions)  

by county (2006-2019) 

 
 

Source: Statistics Lithuania  

 

The spatial distribution of branches helps to describe asymmetric patterns in the Kaunas-Vilnius 

‘twin-city’. Compared to national average values, sectors such as manufacturing, construction 

and education, health and social services are overrepresented in Kaunas. Overrepresented sec-

tors in Vilnius include transport and logistics, and internationally oriented advanced service pro-

vision sectors such as information and communication and scientific and technical support. They 
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generate almost one third of the added value, but less than one fourth of the added value in 

Kaunas. Vilnius therefore has a significantly more international economic profile than Kaunas.11 

The Klaipėda area is characterised by the high importance of the tourism and construction sec-

tors, combined with extensive manufacturing and mining activities. 

 

3.5 Transport infrastructure and flows 

Data on transport intensity first indicate the massive importance of the Vilnius-Kaunas axis in the 

Lithuanian transport system (see Figure 7). In the immediate vicinity of Vilnius, the most important 

flows of motor vehicles are observed in direction of Elektrėnai (west) and Trakai. Flows from 

Vilnius in the eastern and southern direction (i.e. Belarus border) are limited. Around Kaunas, 

flows in the immediate vicinity of the city are massive in all directions. 

In terms of freight traffic intensity (i.e. number of trucks per day on each segment of the road 

network), the Vilnius-Kaunas axis is surpassed by the southbound highway between Kaunas and 

Polish border (see Figure 8). Similar traffic intensities are observed between Kaunas and Latvia 

(northern direction from Kaunas) and Kaunas and Klaipėda port (western direction from Kaunas). 

Freight traffic in direction of the Belarus border is very limited.  

45 minutes isochrones circumscribe areas within commuting distance from city centres with indi-

vidual car. In other words, these correspond to hypothetical functional areas, disregarding public 

transportation such as rail. Within the isochrone area, possibilities of daily mobility out of the city 

centre or into the city centre may generate a greater range of development options (see Map 6 

and Map 7 below). The only area within commuting distance of both Vilnius and Kaunas is located 

around Elektrėnai. Around Kaunas, the area within commuting distance extends to Jonava and 

Kėdainiai in the north, and Marijampolė in the south. A large part of the Coastal Zone is within 

commuting distance of Klaipėda. The 45-minute isochrone includes nearly the entire northern part 

of the cooperation area, between Klaipėda and the Latvian border. Only the southernmost part of 

the Coastal Zone (areas around Šilutė and southern part of the Curonian Spit around Nida) are 

not included in the 45-minute isochrone. It was unfortunately not possible to circumscribe areas 

with commuting possibilities with public transportation. However, interviewees note that Klaipėda 

city public transportation company ambitions to serve the entire region. The current ticket zoning 

system includes municipalities of Palanga, Kretinga and Klaipėda district municipality, in addition 

to Klaipėda City municipality (See Figure 9). 

  

  

11 Some interviewees point out that these data are calculated on the basis of the location of company headquarters and 

should therefore be interpreted cautiously. This bias would lead to an overestimation of the concentration of economic 

activities in Vilnius. 
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Figure 7  Road traffic intensity: number of motor vehicles per day 

 
Source: https://maps.eismoinfo.lt/portal/apps/sites/#/npp/pages/intensity, automated translation of legend  
 

Figure 8  Freight traffic intensity: number of trucks / day 

 
Source: https://maps.eismoinfo.lt/portal/apps/sites/#/npp/pages/intensity, automated translation of legend 

 

  

https://maps.eismoinfo.lt/portal/apps/sites/#/npp/pages/intensity
https://maps.eismoinfo.lt/portal/apps/sites/#/npp/pages/intensity
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Figure 9  Zoning system for bus tickets around Klaipėda 

  
Source: http://senoji.klaipedatransport.lt/maps/zone.php  
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Map 6  Road accessibility from Vilnius and Kaunas city centres (2021) 

 

 

Map 7  Road accessibility from Klaipėda city centre (2021) 

 
Travel time calculations do not include crossing of canal to access Curonian Spit 
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3.6 Foreign direct investment 

The city of Vilnius concentrated more than two thirds (68,6%) of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

in Lithuania in 2019. FDI in Vilnius is also 10 times higher than in Kaunas and 11 times higher 

than in Klaipėda (12 bn EUR in Vilnius, 1,2 bn EUR in Kaunas and 1 bn EUR in Klaipėda) (see 

Map 8).  

Major differences can also be observed in terms of investment intensity per capita. Investment 

intensity in Vilnius is 5 times higher than in Kaunas. Klaipėda attracts 70% more foreign direct 

investments per capita than Kaunas. Both these cities host the two oldest, largest and most well-

connected Free Economic Zones (FEZ) of Lithuania, respectively hosting 40 companies in Kau-

nas, and 34 companies in Klaipėda (see Figure 10 and  

Table 5). 

  

Map 8 Foreign direct investment per municipality (2019) 
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Figure 10  Free economic zones in Lithuania 

 
Source: Invest Lithuania  

 

 

Table 5  Free economic zones in Lithuania 

 
  

https://investlithuania.com/investment-locations/fez/
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3.7 Higher education 

Higher education institutions are located in Vilnius, Kaunas, Klaipėda, Šiauliai. Telšiai also hosts 

a seminary with low enrolment figures (see Map 9). More than half (56%) of students study in 

Vilnius. With 40% of students, Kaunas city and district municipalities have a higher density of 

students relative to their total population, Klaipėda attracts 4.5% of students, and Šiauliai 1.6%. 

Lithuanian higher education institutions experience declining enrolment figures (see Table 6). Be-

tween the 2016-2017 and 2020-2021 university years, decline has been stronger in Vilnius (-16%) 

than in Kaunas (-10%). Klaipėda and Šiauliai experience more rapid decline (-25% and – 52%, 

respectively). Changes in numbers of students are linked to a number of different factors: reduced 

cohorts of high school graduates, proportions of students that choose to study abroad and attrac-

tiveness of Lithuanian higher education institutions for foreign students. This latter factor may help 

to limit the decline in numbers of students.  

 

Map 9  Number of students in higher education 
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Table 6  Student enrolment by city between 2016/2017 and 2020/2021 

City 2016/2017 2017/2018 2018/2019 2019/2020 2020/2021 Change 

2016/2017 

2020/2021 

Vilnius 48,445 45,135 41,091 40,153 40,664 -16% 

Kaunas  32,609 31,354 31,237 28,273 26,841* -10%* 

Klaipėda 4,378 3,984 3,414 3,282 3,296 -25% 

Šiauliai  2,458 1,991 1,694 1,379 1,174 -52% 

Telšiai  8 6 5 13 12 +50% 

*Based on 2019/2020 enrolment figures for Kaunas district municipality 
Source: Statistics Lithuania 

 

3.8 Service provision 

Few datasets provide indications on levels of access to services of general interest at local level. 

However, the density of hospital beds and sports facilities provide some illustrations of how SGI 

access varies between municipalities. 

Hospital beds are concentrated in main cities (see Map 10). Municipalities contiguous to these 

main cities tend to have few hospital beds. Their inhabitants may be presumed to travel to neigh-

bouring cities when they need to access hospital services. Elektrėnai is an exception in this re-

gard, with its high number of beds per inhabitant in spite of its position between Vilnius and Kau-

nas. High densities of beds are also observed in Šilutė and Neringa, in spite of these towns’ 

proximity to Klaipėda.  

 

Map 10  Number of hospital beds per inhabitant (2019) 
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When considering sports facilities, main cities appear relatively under-equipped in relation to their 

population (see Map 11). This also concerns municipalities contiguous to Vilnius and Kaunas. 

Swimming pools, which are important equipment e.g. for drowning prevention among children, 

are accessible across most of Lithuania (See Map 12). However, there are some significant ex-

ceptions, e.g. in Šilutė and Neringa south of Klaipėda and in municipalities north-east of Vilnius. 

 

Map 11  Number of sports facilities (football, volleyball and basketball) per capita (2019) 

 

 

Map 12  Distribution of swimming pools per municipality (2019) 
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3.9 Tourism 

Tourism is concentrated in Vilnius city, Kaunas, the spa town of Druskininkai in the south and 

along the coast (see Map 13). Shares of foreign tourists are particularly high in Vilnius (83%) and 

Kaunas (+66%). Palanga (north of Klaipėda) and Druskininkai are primarily domestic tourism des-

tinations, with respectively 28,5% and 33% foreign tourists. In spite of the World Heritage status 

of the Curonian Spit, only 10,000 overnight stays were registered in Neringa municipality in 2017.   

 

Map 13  Number of nights spent in hotels by municipality 
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The CPTRL emphasizes the importance of Birštonas and Trakai as major recreation service cen-

tres in the Vilnius-Kaunas cooperation area (see Figure 11). It also identifies five UNESCO World 

heritage sites along the axis between Vilnius and Kaunas. The main state natural parks are lo-

cated south of Kernavė and between Trakai and Birštonas. Along the coast, Klaipėda, Neringa 

and Palanga are the national level recreation centres. One may also observe the partnership on 

cultural and national resources stretching from the Curonian Lagoon and along the Nemunas river 

to Kaunas. 

Figure 11  Tourism development perspectives in the CPTRL 

 

 
Source: CPTRL, Competitive State Map, automated translation of legend  
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4 Patterns and trends  
within the case study areas 

Combining evidence presented in the previous section with inputs from document reviews and 

interviews, the present section presents territorial cooperation contexts in the different partnership 

areas. These syntheses are voluntarily based on a wide delineation of potential cooperation ar-

eas, to allow for open discussions on alternative cooperation strategies, covering a wide or narrow 

geographical area.  

The present chapter is organised in four sections. The implications of the Rail Baltica Project are 

presented first as this project has a major impact on all aspects of cooperation in the Vilnius-

Kaunas area. In the second section, evidence in view of a partnership between Vilnius and Kau-

nas on functional areas, residential pressures, commuting (public transport/individual car), loca-

tion of key services is analysed. This section is followed by a similar synthesis on Vilnius-Kaunas 

as a partnership area for logistic hubs/services, international accessibility (rail/air), spatial organ-

isation of R&D&I and knowledge intensive activities/foreign investments. The last section focuses 

on the coastal zone (including both land and sea areas), and also addresses the competition 

between multiple functions within Klaipėda (e.g. port, residential functions, leisure, tourism, mili-

tary activities, environmental protection, energy production). 

 

4.1 The Rail Baltica Project 

The Rail Baltica high speed railway will be a game-changer, both with respect to passenger and 

freight transport. The main North-South axis from Tallinn to Warsaw will run through Kaunas, 

increasing its international and national centrality. The European Court of Auditors notes that the 

profitability of Rail Baltica will require a major modal shift from road and maritime transport to rail 

transport (see Text Box 2). Intermodal infrastructure will therefore play a key role in making Rail 

Baltica a success. Both Vilnius and Kaunas have intermodal terminals in operation since 201512. 

Kaunas is currently the northernmost point east of the Baltic Sea that is reachable with European 

“standard gauge” (1,435 mm) freight trains. A connection with Tilburg in the Netherlands operates 

since June 202113. Kaunas Intermodal Terminal can also host trains running on the “Russian 

gauge” rails (1,520 mm). Kaunas is therefore in a favourable position to capitalise on the Rail 

Baltica railway.  

  

12 https://wagener-herbst.com/2015/08/27/container-terminals-in-vilnius-and-kaunas-lithuania-officially-
opened/?lang=en  

13 https://www.railfreight.com/railfreight/2021/06/22/tilburg-to-have-railway-link-to-kaunas-intermodal-termi-
nal/ 

https://wagener-herbst.com/2015/08/27/container-terminals-in-vilnius-and-kaunas-lithuania-officially-opened/?lang=en
https://wagener-herbst.com/2015/08/27/container-terminals-in-vilnius-and-kaunas-lithuania-officially-opened/?lang=en
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Interviewees consider that the Coastal Zone has been “largely ignored” in discussions surround-

ing the Rail Baltica project. However, electrification of railways between Kaišiadorys (east of Kau-

nas) and Klaipėda is ongoing14. Interviewees suggest that Klaipėda city and the Port of Klaipėda 

could be associated more closely in strategic reflections on how to maximise benefits of the Rail 

Baltica railway.  

Text Box 2  European Court of Auditors’ observation on the Rail Baltica project (extract) 

“The first one is Rail Baltica, the long-term economic sustainability of which depends on it 

realising its potential for freight and passenger transport. The 2017 CBA for Rail Baltica pro-

jects rail freight traffic volumes of about 15 million tonnes in 2030 and up to 25 million tonnes 

of freight by 2055 (approximately one third of this is intra-Baltic traffic, one third is freight from 

Finland, and one third is transit traffic from neighbouring countries). Based on current mari-

time traffic levels in the area around the Baltic countries, we noted a maximum potential 

demand of 30 million tonnes of freight per year which could be shifted onto rail. However, no 

north-south rail freight traffic between Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania currently exists, and for 

a modal shift to occur, rail transport must be able to compete with road and maritime 

transport. This means that efficient multimodal connections and accompanying measures 

need to be put in place, such as road tolling policies, to achieve a more level playing field 

across the different transport modes, as well as a well-functioning, integrated infrastructure 

management model that renders the line attractive to customers using proactive commer-

cialization efforts. The Baltic states have not yet agreed on the infrastructure management 

model. In addition, the Polish railway infrastructure manager has not taken measures to co-

ordinate the potential increase in demand for rail freight transport generated by Rail Baltica 

on the Bialystok-Warsaw line with the other regional passenger and rail freight on that line.” 

Source: https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR20_10/SR_Transport_Flagship_Infrastruc-

tures_EN.pdf  

 

The Rail Baltica railway will also significantly modify passenger transport between Vilinius and 

Kaunas. With the current rail and road infrastructure endowment, the labour markets of Kaunas 

and Vilnius are disconnected. Only a small area close to Elektrenai is within commuting distance 

of both city centres (see Map 6 p. 26). Travelling between the city centres of Vilnius and Kaunas 

takes between 1h15 and 1h30. The Rail Baltica railway will connect Vilnius and Kaunas in 36 

minutes (see Figure 12). Panevėžys will also be within commuting distance of Kaunas, with a 

travel time of 37 minutes. The Rail Baltica railway project includes the construction of international 

stations (Vilnius, Kaunas and Panevėžys) and regional ones. The final list of regional stations is 

not finalised, but is likely to include Lentvaris, Vievis / Elektrėnai and Kaišiadorys between Kaunas 

 
 

14 https://www.railwaypro.com/wp/lithuania-will-invest-in-the-electrification-of-the-most-important-railway-
line/  

https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR20_10/SR_Transport_Flagship_Infrastructures_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR20_10/SR_Transport_Flagship_Infrastructures_EN.pdf
https://www.railwaypro.com/wp/lithuania-will-invest-in-the-electrification-of-the-most-important-railway-line/
https://www.railwaypro.com/wp/lithuania-will-invest-in-the-electrification-of-the-most-important-railway-line/
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and Vilnius. Rail Baltica has commissioned major studies regarding these regional stations and 

their potential economic and social impact. These studies are due to be finalised during the fall of 

2021. One may note that the urban nodes where such stations are envisaged are all small, as 

their population ranges between 4,500 inh. (Vievis) and 13,500 inh. (Elektrėnai). The Rail Baltica 

railway is expected to generate new residential, commercial and/or industrial functions in and 

around these nodes. However, no strategy has been set regarding their respective specialisation.  

 

Figure 12  Schematic representation of travel times before and after the construction  

of the Rail Baltica railway 

 
Source: Ernst & Young (2017) 

 

 

4.2 Vilnius Kaunas functional area 

 

A central issue in the Vilnius-Kaunas partnership area is the constitution of a potentially closely 

integrated ‘twin city’ as a result of the construction of the Rail Baltica high speed rail connection, 

and the relation of this ‘twin city’ with its functional surroundings. These surroundings are currently 

characterised by contrasted demographic trends, with more or less intense suburbanisation in 

areas within commuting distance of the two city centres and rapid population decline in most 

areas beyond commuting distance. Negative demographic trends are also observed around Kaiši-

adorys and Elektrėnai, which are located on the axis between Kaunas and Vilnius. It is expected 

that new train stations will be built in Kaišiadorys and Elektrėnai as part of the Rail Baltica project.  

Vilnius and Kaunas are cities with different profiles. It appears important to take these differences 

into account when designing the partnership setting, to lay the foundations for a durable cooper-

ation. Among recurring issues mentioned in interviews, one may mention: 

- The fact that Vilnius is considerably larger than Kaunas, in terms of population and GDP, 
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- The different economic and entrepreneurial profiles of the cities: 

o Kaunas is more industrial, and generally perceived as conservative; 

o Vilnius is more service-oriented and generally perceived as progressive. 

- A history of periodically strained relations between city authorities, which have at times 

been characterised by mistrust. There is a general lack of coordination and trust between 

Lithuanian municipalities. 

- The Vilnius real estate market is characterised by limited offer and high prices in relation 

to average purchasing power. Tensions on the real estate market are lower on the Kau-

nas real estate market, but remain significant; 

- Urban sprawl occurs as a result of high real estate prices in the city centre, lack of coor-

dinated spatial planning and a wide preference for individual housing. Public transporta-

tion is insufficiently developed.  

Different perspectives on the quality and potential of railway connections were brought forward 

by interviewees. Some emphasize that a large part of the population do not consider public trans-

portation as an attractive option, and that a change of mobility habits and culture is needed. This 

leads some interviewees to believe that Rail Baltica will primarily have an impact on freight traffic, 

and that passenger flows will not change to a great extent. Others point out that the current train 

connection between Vilnius and Kaunas is already good. They think that the construction of the 

Rail Baltica ailway will open new perspectives for Transit-Oriented Development. 

Interviewees indicate that dialogues on effective public transportation strategies and on an organ-

isation of services of general interest that would optimise flows in a future Vilnius-Kaunas func-

tional area are hampered by the administrative structure. The outer ring of the current functional 

areas of Vilnius and Kaunas tends to have greater demographic growth than the city centre. Urban 

sprawl also occurs around some secondary nodes such as Marijampolė and Alytus (see Figure 

13). Containing urban sprawl is a major policy objective to achieve sustainable urban develop-

ment. This could be one of      the objectives of a regional partnership. 

The Lithuanian administrative and institutional setup does not facilitate the pursuit of this objec-

tive. Both Vilnius and Kaunas functional areas are subdivided in a city municipality and a sur-

rounding district municipality. The fiscal system allocates part of the income tax to the municipality 

in which taxpayers live, thereby encouraging district municipalities to attract new inhabitants. Pub-

lic service provision in these surrounding district municipalities is not always adapted to population 

growth. Some interviewees for example described an insufficient offer of kindergartens in some 

areas.  

Trends on the real estate market also tend to encourage sprawl. Higher prices in Vilnius have led 

to the construction of smaller flats, which are not adapted to the needs of families with children. 

According to some interviewees, the publicly owned housing stock could also be used more stra-

tegically to reduce mismatches between offer and demand on the housing market.  
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Figure 13  Synthesis of evidence in view of a partnership between Vilnius and Kaunas  

on functional areas, residential pressures, commuting (public transport/individual car), 

location of key services 

   
 

The areas within commuting distance of respectively Kaunas and Vilnius overlap with a wide 

range of municipalities, some of which are also affected by urban sprawl. Public transportation 

offer is often limited in these municipalities, making the use of individual car for daily mobility 

difficult to avoid. Interviewees also describe coordination of infrastructure investments between 

these municipalities as insufficient, e.g. with respect to road planning and construction.  

Secondary urban nodes of relevance for the Vilnius-Kaunas cooperation area are located within 

this area within commuting distance of the main urban centres, or just outside it. The most distant 

nodes mentioned as potentially relevant by interviewees are Ukmergė and Jonava in the north, 

and Marijampolė      and Alytus in the south (see Figure 14).  

These secondary nodes will contribute to structure and organise the development of the Vilnius-

Kaunas cooperation area. Their respective roles will depend on the number of employment 
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opportunities, dwellings and services each of them will offer. Interviews and document reviews 

suggest that the urban functions and economic specialisations of these different towns remain 

largely undefined at the current stage. This concerns both towns along the new railway axis (i.e., 

potentially, Lentvaris, Vievis, Elektrėnai and Kaišiadorys) and those that are more distant from 

this axis. These towns will position themselves in different ways in the new metropolitan setting 

resulting from the construction of the Rail Baltica railway and the upgrading of the A1 motorway 

that connects Vilnius, Kaunas and Klaipėda.  

Another important issue for the balanced development of the emerging metropolitan region is the 

future of “interstitial” rural areas. These rural areas are composed of both natural areas and arable 

land. A commitment to transit-oriented development, with dense, compact urbanised areas and 

more public transport use will help to preserve the qualities of these rural areas by protecting 

them from urban spawl. A regional partnership could help to promote such an approach across 

all municipalities.  

These rural areas can play an important role for the balanced and sustainable development of 

the Vilnius-Kaunas metropolitan region as a while, e.g. with respect food production, leisure and 

ecosystem services. They are currently undergoing more or less rapid population decline. A part-

nership between Vilnius and Kaunas could help to enable them to continue to provide the goods 

and services that are important to the metropolitan region as a whole. (see figure 13).  

 

4.3 Vilnius Kaunas logistic hub  
and development area for export-oriented activities 

Perspectives for a regional partnership between Vilnius and Kaunas on logistic functions and the 

development of export-oriented activities are also extensively influenced by differences in eco-

nomic size of the two cities. In Figure 14 below, the circles of the urban nodes representing Vilnius 

and Kaunas are proportional to their respective gross metropolitan product, and the relative im-

portance of typical internationally oriented activities is highlighted. The Figure displays differences 

between Vilnius and Kaunas economies, in terms of size and internal profile, as they appear in 

official statistics. However, interviewees have highlighted that these data are biased, as they are 

based on the location of company headquarters. The relative importance of the Kaunas economy, 

and of its logistics sector, may therefore be underestimated.  

Vilnius and Kaunas concentrate a large share of FDI in Lithuania. However, FDI intensity relative 

to population is also high in other surrounding locations such as Alytus and Kėdainiai. The role of 

these towns could evolve as integration between Vilnius and Kaunas progresses and the overall 

attractiveness of the area improves.  

Positions in relation to main export flows can be an important determinant in this respect. Flows 

in direction of Western Europe are considerably greater than those in direction of Russia, Belarus 

and Latvia (see Figure 15). As noted by the European Court of Auditors, one of the challenges of 

the Rail Baltica project is to organise a modal shift in favour of rail traffic on the north south axis, 
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i.e. to make it a competitive option in comparison with other transport solutions. In this process, 

logistic and transport actors located in Kaunas, Vilnius and Marijampolė may play a major role. 

However, one can also observe some of Europe’s largest actors in the field of road transport are 

currently located in the region (e.g. Girteka). 

Overall, exchanges and document reviews suggest that the strategic positioning of secondary 

nodes in the context of an emerging bipolar metropolitan region remains to be specified. While it 

seems obvious that towns such as Lentvaris, Vievis / Elektrėnai and Kaišiadorys could capitalise 

on improved railway connections making them highly accessible to both Vilnius and Kaunas, their 

development could be primarily residential, or include the emergence of commercial, logistic 

and/or manufacturing activities. Elektrėnai already benefits from a high FDI intensity, and can also 

capitalise on its amenities (e.g. leisure activities on the extensive reservoir bordering the city). 

Interviewees express conflicting views on the development potential of some secondary nodes 

that are further away from the Vilnius-Kaunas transport axis (e.g. Jonava). Birštonas and Trakai 

have an established position as tourism and leisure destinations. One interviewee also mentions 

that entrepreneurial return migrants (e.g. returning from the UK as a result of Brexit) could con-

tribute to trigger new development dynamics in some currently declining towns.   

Limited attention has also been given to risks associated to the Rail Baltica project for the bal-

anced development of individual served locations. The possibility that Vilnius could concentrate 

a greater share of advanced services and wealth production, and attract more talents at the ex-

pense of e.g. Kaunas, is for example hardly mentioned. Interviewees tend to consider that Kaunas 

will capitalise on its lower real estate prices.  

The possible construction of a new airport serving both Kaunas and Vilnius is another potential 

game-changer. Kaišiadorys municipality has reserved extensive land areas for to this end15. How-

ever, the current government does not consider the new airport to be a priority16. This is partly a 

result of the massive reduction of air traffic since the start of the COVID pandemic17. The evolution 

of air traffic after the end of this pandemic may therefore have an impact on whether the new 

airport is built or not. Both options are considered in the CPTRL (see Text Box 3) It is also im-

portant to note that, with the construction of Rail Baltica, Kaunas and Panevėžys will be integrated 

in the influence area of Riga airport, with travel times of respectively 45 minutes and 1h24. For 

some destinations, Riga airport may also become an attractive option for inhabitants of Vilnius, 

with a travel time of 1h44. This may strengthen the position of Riga as the main airport hub in the 

Baltic countries, possibly at the expense of airports in Vilnius and Kaunas. 

  

15 https://tekdeeps.com/the-mayor-of-kaisiadorys-about-the-new-airport-we-cannot-abandon-such-an-im-
portant-project-for-several-people-or-trees/ 

16 https://www.delfi.lt/verslas/transportas/skuodis-pries-metro-ir-nauja-oro-uosta-bet-uz-tramvaju-vil-
niuje.d?id=87181663  

17 https://www.15min.lt/verslas/naujiena/transportas/lietuvos-aviacijos-vizija-667-1472592  

https://www.delfi.lt/verslas/transportas/skuodis-pries-metro-ir-nauja-oro-uosta-bet-uz-tramvaju-vilniuje.d?id=87181663
https://www.delfi.lt/verslas/transportas/skuodis-pries-metro-ir-nauja-oro-uosta-bet-uz-tramvaju-vilniuje.d?id=87181663
https://www.15min.lt/verslas/naujiena/transportas/lietuvos-aviacijos-vizija-667-1472592
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Text Box 3   Recommendations of the CPTRL on a possible new international airport  

between Vilnius and Kaunas 

"In order to make one of Lithuania's airports a leader in the Baltic States, an analysis of the 

feasibility and need for a new international airport between Vilnius and Kaunas should be 

carried out by 2030, assessing the actual and prospective passenger flows, the existing re-

served areas for new airport infrastructure, the capacity of the existing airports and the po-

tential for their expansion. If the forecasts prove to be correct, select and reserve a suitable 

site and start planning and designing a new airport. Should the need for a new airport change 

for unforeseen reasons after the reservation of the site, the reserved site could be used for 

other greenfield investments (based on demand). In assessing the need for a new airport, it 

is necessary to take into account the fact that the reconstruction of the passenger terminals 

of Vilnius, Kaunas and Palanga airports is expected to be completed by 2030. This will in-

crease the passenger handling capacity of existing Lithuanian airports". 

Source: Comprehensive Plan of the Territory of the Republic of Lithuania (CPTRL) 

The possible development of the inland waterway connection from Kaunas to the Curonian La-

goon and Klaipėda Port through the navigable Nemunas (Neman) river will depend on public 

policies to promote such traffic, e.g. through road tolls. According to interviewees, this is not likely 

to occur on the short to medium term in the absence of a strong political commitment at the 

national level in favour of promoting inland waterway transport.  
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Figure 14  Synthesis of evidence in view of a partnership between Vilnius and Kaunas  

on logistic functions and export-oriented activities 
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4.4 Klaipėda cooperation area 

 

The Coastal Zone is characterised by competition between territorial functions: 

- Port, logistics and associated industrial development ; 

- Tourism and leisure ; 

- Residential functions ; 

- Environmental protection ; 

- Energy production ; 

- Military activities. 

Interviewees highlight some paradoxes in relation to this competition. Lithuania is described as a 

country that historically “turns its back to the sea”. From the perspective of stakeholders from the 

area, national authorities support the development of coastal areas better (especially outside of 

the resort towns). At the same time, they also point out that port functions, energy production and 

military sites in the coastal zones are considered as national interests and tend to be managed 

without sufficiently involving local and regional actors. The Curonian Spit is also a national park, 

protected by national authorities under the Lithuanian law of Protected Areas. Some interviewees 

consider that a better balance could be found between nature protection and economic develop-

ment on the basis of dialogues with local and regional actors. While some resort towns such as 

Palanga attract high numbers of tourists, the tourism potential of the coastal zone as a whole 

appears underexploited.  

Competition between different functions occurs both on land and at sea. The extensive maritime 

domain may be subdivided on the basis of the prevailing functions of different parts of the exclu-

sive economic zone (see Figure 16). However, interviewees indicate that maritime spatial plan-

ning is hardly a domain for dialogue between local and regional decision-makers, insofar as this 

field is dominated by national-level actors. It is nonetheless an important contextual element for 

cooperation on land as illustrated by Figure 27 in Annex 2. 

 

Conflicting relations with the Port of Klaipėda  

Conflicts between different types of development perspective is particularly acute within the city 

of Klaipėda. Its recently adopted comprehensive plan includes a number of ambitions for the 

coastline: connecting the old town to the lagoon, developing “new activities by the sea”, along the 

beaches of Melnrage to the north and a “new recreational service centre by the lagoon” around 

the multimodal transport hub to the south (see Figure 15 below). However, most of these plans 

are in conflict with existing port infrastructure and/or with plans for extension of the port. The 

comprehensive plan raised protests among inhabitants that considered that it favoured port 
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development at the expense of the city18. A key recrimination was the fact that the plan envisages 

the possibility of reducing the extent of forested areas north of the city, if this is required for the 

implementation of nationally decided plans for port development.  

Figure 15  Illustration of development ambitions as part of the 2021 revision of the City 

of Klaipėda Comprehensive Plan 

 
Source: https://www.klaipeda.lt/lt/teritoriju-planavimas/urbanistinio-planavimo-programa/klaipedos-miesto-

bendrojo-plano-keitimas/2590  

 

The possibility of constructing a deep sea port outside has been perceived as a threat to the future 

development of the city of Klaipėda. It could block a large part of the current open access to the 

shoreline and sea. Successive plans for different deep sea port options have been adopted by 

national authorities since 2012. In 2013, this was presented as a project of interest for Chinese 

investors19. In 2018, the Port of Klaipėda synthesised the reasons for which the construction of a 

deep sea port would be of strategic interest, highlighting that this would make it possible to “ser-

vice of the largest tonnage tankers that can enter the Baltic Sea” while improving maritime security 

and developing container transhipment capacities20. However, the current government has re-

portedly put these plans on ice.21 

The integration of the Port of Klaipėda in development dynamics of Klaipėda city and region has 

been a recurring concern. Interviewees describe major institutional blocks that cannot be ex-

pected to be overcome on the short to medium term, even if established working groups with port 

and city representatives produce results. A certain number of possibilities for a deepening of the 

dialogue with port authorities have been identified. These possibilities concern: 

 
 

18 https://www.lrt.lt/naujienos/lietuvoje/2/1505341/po-klaipedos-mero-langais-gyventoju-protestas-neten-
kina-miesto-planas-kyla-baimiu-del-uosto-pletros-ir-misku-likimo  

19 https://www.portofklaipeda.lt/news/289/569/ 

20 https://www.portofklaipeda.lt/giliavandenio-uosto-vizija/ 

21 https://klaipeda.diena.lt/naujienos/klaipeda/miesto-pulsas/klaipedos-savivaldybe-pritaria-isorinio-uosto-
igyvendinimo-plano-naikinimui-1045216  

https://www.klaipeda.lt/lt/teritoriju-planavimas/urbanistinio-planavimo-programa/klaipedos-miesto-bendrojo-plano-keitimas/2590
https://www.klaipeda.lt/lt/teritoriju-planavimas/urbanistinio-planavimo-programa/klaipedos-miesto-bendrojo-plano-keitimas/2590
https://www.lrt.lt/naujienos/lietuvoje/2/1505341/po-klaipedos-mero-langais-gyventoju-protestas-netenkina-miesto-planas-kyla-baimiu-del-uosto-pletros-ir-misku-likimo
https://www.lrt.lt/naujienos/lietuvoje/2/1505341/po-klaipedos-mero-langais-gyventoju-protestas-netenkina-miesto-planas-kyla-baimiu-del-uosto-pletros-ir-misku-likimo
https://klaipeda.diena.lt/naujienos/klaipeda/miesto-pulsas/klaipedos-savivaldybe-pritaria-isorinio-uosto-igyvendinimo-plano-naikinimui-1045216
https://klaipeda.diena.lt/naujienos/klaipeda/miesto-pulsas/klaipedos-savivaldybe-pritaria-isorinio-uosto-igyvendinimo-plano-naikinimui-1045216
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- Current plans for the greening of port activities (see section 1.2), which may also involve 

limiting its environmental impact on adjacent territories; 

- Cruise tourism, which may be enhanced through destination development around 

Klaipėda, e.g. on the Curonian spit and in the Curonian Lagoon; 

- Yachting tourism, with the possibility of closer cooperation with activities of Klaipėda Cas-

tle Port and Smiltynes Yacht Club Marina, and beyond with marinas of the Curonian La-

goon 

- Cultural and industrial heritage in the port area, which be managed in closer cooperation 

with city authorities; 

- Regional transport, with the possibility of developing maritime transport offer on the Cu-

ronian Lagoon.  

- International ferry connections. Interviewees mention the usefulness of, for example, de-

veloping      ferry connections from Klaipėda to Stockholm and to Gdansk. There are 

currently ferry services to Trelleborg (near Malmö) and Karlshamn in southern Sweden, 

and to Warnemünde (near Rostock), Travemünde (near Lübeck) and Kiel in northern 

Germany. 

The areas directly concerned by these opportunities for joint action are identified in Figure 16 

below. The exploitation of all opportunities for a continued dialogue with port authorities is im-

portant to progressively improve perspectives for integrated territorial development in the func-

tional urban area of Klaipėda and in the Coastal Zone as a whole.  

Figure 16  Opportunities for integration of Klaipėda Port in its urban and regional context 
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Tourism development perspective 

Tourism is identified as the most promising field for a deepening and broadening of regional co-

operation. Cooperation on tourism is structured around a certain number of key nodes. Neringa 

and Palanga (including Šventoji) are formally recognised as “resort towns” by the national gov-

ernment. Klaipėda has been trying to establish itself as a resort town. A formal application has 

been submitted by Smiltynė (which part of Klaipėda municipality). Approval of this request is 

pending and will depend on infrastructure improvements. The final adoption of the Klaipėda      

Comprehensive Plan, which occurred on 30th September 2020, was presented as a prerequisite 

for approval. Klaipėda as a whole seeks to position itself as a recreational centre, e.g. with the 

ambition of eventually also giving Giruliai and Melnragė (north of the city) the status of resort area. 

However, these ambitions are contested, partly because they are in conflict with the development 

of Klaipėda Port. Šventoji is an expanding resort town, which expects benefits from port improve-

ments. 

The Coastal Zone can be subdivided in two tourism development areas: the coastal strip from 

Klaipėda to the Latvian border and, the Curonian Spit and Lagoon, including the coast and wet-

lands on its eastern shores. Klaipėda is the main urban attractor in both areas. One interviewee 

points out that although only 4% of Klaipėda’s income comes from tourism, the city would like to 

become a more established tourism destination, e.g. through the development of spa hotels. 

The northern tourism zone is organised around Palanga, whose airport is managed by the same 

state-owned company as Vilnius and Kaunas airports and served 338,000 passengers in 2019. 

The development of new connections from Palanga airport is key to tourism development. In 

addition, Palanga municipality includes Šventoji port, which is a possible future node for sailing 

tourism. Responsibility for this port was transferred from (state owned) Klaipėda Port Authority to 

Palanga municipality in 2018. The justification for this transfer was that "the port of Šventoji is 

more of a tourist and fishing port, so the Ministry of Transport cannot finance its development”22. 

Palanga municipality has first focused on improving conditions for fishers. Construction works to 

this end are due to be finalised in 2022. However, the municipality also considers the port as an 

asset      for tourism, including sailing. 

The Curonian spit is, as previously mentioned, a World Heritage Site, with a fragile and protected 

natural environment23. It includes the resort town of Nida. However, economic returns from tour-

ism are less important than in Palanga. Its development is limited as a result of environmental 

protection measures. Congestion on existing infrastructure (roads, ferries) is an issue. A stake-

holder process on the development of bathing tourism in the Curonian Lagoon was initiated in 

2015 (Schernewski et al., 2019). Issues addressed have been better separation between bathers 

  

22 https://www.portofklaipeda.lt/news/14876/575/sventosios-uostas-perduotas-Palangos-sa-
vivaldybei/d,archyve  

23 https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/994/  

https://www.portofklaipeda.lt/news/14876/575/sventosios-uostas-perduotas-Palangos-savivaldybei/d,archyve
https://www.portofklaipeda.lt/news/14876/575/sventosios-uostas-perduotas-Palangos-savivaldybei/d,archyve
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/994/
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and water sport practitioners to avoid spatial conflict and improved monitoring of bathing water 

quality. Schernewski et al. (2019) note that “the lagoon is heavily eutrophied and potentially toxic 

algae blooms, especially in August might make it necessary to temporarily      restrict bathing in 

the lagoon”. While Nida has decided to open a bathing site, “new bathing sites on the opposite, 

eastern shore of the lagoon would still face problems with bathing water quality” (ibid.).  

The potential for enhanced water tourism on the Curonian Lagoon has recently been explored in 

a feasibility study entitled “Removing Obstacles to Navigation In The Curonian Lagoon” (Spiriaje-

vas et al., 2020). Its authors conclude that there is currently no integrated vision or plan for the 

development of water tourism and navigation in the Curonian Lagoon region. This limits the de-

velopment and renovation of new infrastructure for navigation. They recommend to better connect 

tourism on water (e.g. yachting) and on land (e.g. bicycle tourism, nature and culture tourism), 

and to better tourism on the lagoon with tourism on its eastern coast (e.g on the Dangė, Minija 

and Skirvytė rivers and the King Wilhelm canal). This presupposes the construction of new con-

nections. Finally, a number of obstacles to navigation within the Lagoonhave to be addressed, 

including natural barriers, infrastructural and technical barriers, environmental and legal require-

ments and lack of detailed navigation information for the Curonian Lagoon region.  

The cruise terminal in Klaipėda Port contributes to tourism development. In terms of numbers of 

passengers, cruise tourism in Klaipėda was relatively stable between 2004 and 2019 (i.e. before 

the COVID epidemic). However, the number of vessels grew significantly, suggesting that the port 

attracted a larger proportion of smaller vessels (see Figure 17). Interviewees mention that a sig-

nificant proportion of these cruise tourists make day trips to the Curonian spit. The economic 

benefits of such day trips are limited. 

Figure 17  Cruise shipping in Klaipėda Port: passenger and vessel number 1999-2020 

 
Source: Port of Klaipėda 

The development of cycle tourism is extensively discussed. The Klaipėda Region Association 

report “Priority network of bicycle paths in Klaipėda region” identifies extensive challenges in this 

regard (Klaipėda Region Association, 2021). These mainly relate to a lack of national frameworks, 

coordination within the region and commitment of municipalities (see Text Box 3). However, one 

coastal cycle route exists, and plans have been drawn up for an extensive network of regional 

cycle routes (see   
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Map 14). Overcoming these challenges and establishing such a network is a major objective of 

regional cooperation. 

 

Text Box 3  Issues and challenges for the development of regional cycle paths  

in Klaipėda Region 

- In Lithuania, the international EuroVelo requirements for the construction and certification of 

cycle routes are poorly known and applied; 

- No certification expert for the EuroVelo international network of cycle routes has yet been 

approved by the European Cyclists' Federation for Lithuania; 

- Neither EuroVelo nor R-1 European cycling routes are marked in Lithuania; 

- Lithuania's requirement for cycle paths is split into different legal acts, and there are cases of 

non-compliance when designing new cycle paths; 

- Lithuania's strategic planning system pays little attention to the development of cycling net-

works; 

- Lithuania does not have a nationwide specific plan for cycle paths, path development is un-

coordinated and cycling initiatives are struggling to get off the ground; 

- The draft "Guidelines for the Development of Cycle and Pedestrian Paths on National and 

Local Roads up to 2035" may help to address traffic and pedestrian safety issues, but only to 

a limited extent deal with cyclists; 

- There is no information system for cycling routes in the Republic of Lithuania; 

- Lithuania has no national standards for the labelling cyclist-friendly accommodation; 

- Since 2000, 5 regional cycling routes have been planned in Klaipėda Region, but only the 

coastal cycling route has been created. This cycle path is owned by the Lithuanian Road 

Administration; 

- There is no inventory of bicycle paths at municipal level; 

- Sustainability mobility plans have been adopted in some municipalities, but not all. Skuodas 

and Šilutė are the only municipalities in the Klaipėda region that do not have either a sustain-

able mobility plan or a specific cycle path plan; the master plans of these municipalities were 

approved in 2008 and 2010 respectively. As resort municipalities, Neringa and Palanga have 

prepared sustainable mobility plans (2017-2018) and specific infrastructure plans for cycle 

paths (2013 and 2015). Klaipėda City Municipality has adopted a specific cycle infrastructure 

plan in 2015 and a sustainable mobility plan in 2018; 

- In the absence of a common standard, the specific plans developed for cycle infrastructure or 

sustainable mobility vary; 

- Cycling routes advertised by municipal tourism offices (22 in January 2021) cross municipal 

boundaries only in exceptional cases. There are standards on how to present a cycling route.; 

- Most municipalities are reluctant to fund the construction of new cycle paths with municipal 

money; 

- The municipalities of Skuodas and Šilutė district do not have and do not plan to prepare spe-

cific plans for cycling infrastructure; 

- Five municipalities in the Klaipėda region have developed and approved specific plans for 

cycle paths or sustainable mobility, but the new draft strategic plans (for after 2020) pay little 

attention to the development of cycle paths; 

- Different planning documents have different objectives for identical cycle path sections (e.g. 

whether they should be covered with gravel or asphalt); 

- Depending on the municipality, between two and four different departments are responsible 

for the development of cycle paths. Responsibility for strategic action in relation to cycle paths 

is diluted. 

Source: Klaipėda Region Association (2021) 
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Map 14  Existing and planned regional cycle routes in the Coastal Zone 
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5 Mapshots inputs  
to cooperation processes 

The final Mapshots incorporate results from interviews. Their ambition is to constitute an input to 

discussions on the implementation of partnerships. 

5.1 Vilnius Kaunas functional area 

The first observation regarding the Vilnius Kaunas functional area is that discussions tend to be 

centred on a relatively narrow area around the two city centres and along the A1 motorway and 

future Rail Baltica railway axis between them. An important discussion is how the two city centres 

may relate to each other (see Figure 18). 

In general, the strategic perspective on how the Vilnius Kaunas partnership area may function 

and generate expected economies of scale (i.e. as a result of higher mass) and agglomeration 

(i.e. as a result of greater proximity between economic actors) remains to be defined. This first 

requires a closer analysis of risks associated to the construction of the Rail Baltica railway con-

nection between the two cities. A faster, more reliable and more comfortable interconnection may 

increase competition for talents. as companies are enabled to recruit staff in both cities. This may 

typically lead to a transfer of talents in direction of R&D&I institutions and economic actors able 

to offer the best financial conditions and development opportunities.  

 

Figure 18  Mapshot for the Vilnius Kaunas functional area 
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It is expected that the Rail Baltica railway will have an effect on real estate markets, as it will be 

easier to settle in one city and work in the other. The exact nature of these effects is difficult to 

predict. Such effects may be limited to the areas in the close vicinity of the railway stations (see 

Figure 19). This could reduce tensions in the Vilnius real estate market somewhat and may in-

crease demand for housing in Kaunas. Effects of the Rail Baltica project on real estate dynamics 

and local demographic trends will depend on accompanying measures to improve public transport 

connections around railway stations, and on urban planning in towns that would be served by 

regional trains running on the Rail Baltica railway (e.g. Elektrėnai, Kaišiadorys). However, the 

starting point are the strategies of the Vilnius and Kaunas city municipalities when it comes to 

using Rail Baltica as a lever of economic and social development in the close vicinity of the railway 

stations: how will they exploit the enhanced attractivity of these areas for residential and commer-

cial functions, as well as for office location? In this process, the regional partnership can help to 

promote complementarity and win-win solutions, and limit the risk of duplication of functions or 

enhanced disparities.  

The functional area Mapshot (Figure 18) can therefore be decomposed in five components, which 

reflect possible successive steps in building up a regional cooperation, progressively widening its 

geographical scope and the range of associated partners. The regional cooperation may first be 

envisaged as a dialogue between the city municipalities, with particular focus on the immediate 

surroundings of the new international railway stations (see Figure 19). These areas will be within 

commuting distance of each other. 

Second, the Rail Baltica project can be used as a lever to overcome institutional blocks linked to 

the division between city and district municipalities around Kaunas and Vilnius (see Figure 20). 

Better coordination of land planning, housing, provision of services and general interest will help 

district municipalities to capitalise on positive effects of the Rail Baltica railway. 

As a third step, improved accessibility across the entire functional areas of Vilnius and Kaunas, 

including other surrounding municipalities, may be developed (Figure 21). The focus may in par-

ticular be put on public transport accessibility, and on limiting urban sprawl. This third component 

of the cooperation process is closely interrelated to a fourth one, i.e. the specification of urban 

function and fields of specialisation of secondary nodes. These nodes may help to structure ac-

tivities and flows in the wider functional area. They will be in different positions depending on 

whether they are served by new Rail Baltica regional railway stations (i.e., potentially, Lentvaris, 

Vievis, Elektrėnai and Kaišiadorys) or located further away from these stations. Some of these 

already have a distinct profile. Trakai and Birštonas have for example been identified as resort 

towns of national importance. Towns within commuting distance of Kaunas or Vilnius and with a 

traditional industrial profile could seek to enhance their residential economy. An example of such 

towns is Jonava, which hosts the Achema fertilizer factory. 
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Figure 19  Step 1 – Coordinated development in the city centres, with focus  

on the immediate surroundings of the railway stations 

 

Figure 20  Step 2 – Using the Rail Baltica project as lever for better cooperation  

and coordination between city municipalities and district municipalities 

 

Figure 21  Step 3 – Associating surrounding municipalities within commuting distance of 

city centres, with focus on sustainable transport solutions and limits to urban sprawl 

 

Figure 22  Step 4 – specifying the urban function and fields of specialisation  

of secondary nodes 

 

Figure 23  Step 5 – Framework for balanced development in rural areas 
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Finally, rural areas within the emerging Vilnius Kaunas metropolitan region may be incorporated 

in the cooperation dynamic, with particular focus on their contribution to overall sustainable de-

velopment and specific functions. (see Figure 23).   

 

5.2 Vilnius Kaunas logistic hub  
and development area for export-oriented activities 

The Rail Baltica railway project plays an equally critical role with respect to the development of 

logistic and productive functions and freight flows in the Vilnius-Kaunas cooperation area (see 

Figure 24). Its north-south axis enhances the international and national centrality of Kaunas. Vil-

nius in this configuration appears as the Baltic “gateway-in-waiting” for Minsk (and, potentially, for 

Kiev), when a change of regime will occur in Belarus. At the same time, intermediate nodes be-

tween Kaunas and Vilnius (such as Elektrėnai and Kaišiadorys) could benefit from a broad range 

of new opportunities.  

The first issue to be addressed is how Vilnius and Kaunas wish to position themselves in the 

broader regional context, i.e. their respective smart specialisation strategy.  Vilnius is perceived 

as concentrating a particularly high share of activities and investments in Lithuania. It specialises 

in IT, R&D, administrative, residential and recreational functions (e.g. culture). Kaunas more spe-

cifically focuses on industrial and logistics functions, with a reported recent strengthening of its 

R&D activities. These perceived current profiles are starting points for discussions on desired 

smart specialisation strategies for sustainable and inclusive growth (“S4+ strategies”) for years to 

come.  

Some of the secondary nodes also have a distinct profile, e.g. Marijampolė in logistics and Jonava 

in industry. One interviewee notes that Jonava has engaged in a major industrial transition to 

reduce the importance of greenhouse gas-emitting production of fertilisers, and promote alterna-

tive activities. Birštonas and Trakai are established resort towns. Kaišiadorys and Elektrėnai have 

a mixed ambition of developing their residential and industrial functions. For other towns in the 

region, interviews did not make it possible to define a clear profile. However, one interviewee 

pointed out that, as part of discussions on the European Union’s 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial 

Framework (MFF) regional and local policymakers have demonstrated an improved capacity to 

elaborate credible smart specialisation strategies. This can be capitalised upon in the Vilnius-

Kaunas regional cooperation. These towns may also have a more fruitful dialogue with national 

authorities in the implementation of these strategies, as cross-sectoral and multi-level dialogue 

practices and habits have been strengthened in recent years. 

Positions of key infrastructure in the region influences smart specialisation strategies of individual 

towns and cities: 

- Vilnius and Kaunas Intermodal Terminals; 

- Kaunas Free Economic Zone; 

- Vilnius and Kaunas airports, with the possible construction of a joint airport.  
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Figure 24  Mapshot or the Vilnius Kaunas logistics hub and export-oriented activities 

 
 

Individual towns and cities will also need to position themselves in a region that is reconfigured 

by the building of the Rail Baltica railway and the upgrading of the A1 motorway. Rail freight flows 

all already massive between Vilnius and Kaunas, and from Kaunas in direction of Warsaw and 

the main European markets. In addition, the Vilnius-Kaunas region will seek to capitalise fully on 

maritime connections offered by Klaipėda port. The      electrification of the railway and upgrading 

of the A1 motorway in direction of Klaipėda can contribute to this. The development of inland 

waterway traffic on Neman river (not shown in Figure 27) is considered more hypothetical. Key 

infrastructures such as multimodal hubs (in Kaunas and Vilnius), Free Economic Zone (in Kau-

nas) and airports (in Vilnius and Kaunas, potentially a joint airport in the future) are key assets for 

the emerging metropolitan region as a whole. 

Flows along the Vilnius-Minsk-Kiev axis are currently limited but may develop rapidly if the political 

situation in Belarus changes. It is strategically important for the Vilnius-Kaunas region to remain 
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in a capacity to seize opportunities that will arise when this occurs. Belarus and Ukraine are his-

torically important economic and cultural partners of Lithuania, and Lithuania may be in a strate-

gically interesting positioning by offering their industries multiple logistic options. 

Overall, the mapshot therefore describes key nodes, and their respective contributions to the 

assertion of Vilnius-Kaunas as a competitive European metropolitan region. These roles can be 

finetuned in relation to their geographic positioning in relation to key transport axes and infrastruc-

tures. The Mapshot distinguished between axes with established flows, and those for which freight 

traffic (especially on the new infrastructure) will need to be stimulated.  

 

5.3 Coastal Zone and Klaipėda zoom-in 

 

Tourism cooperation in the Coastal Zone can be structured around three main components, all of 

which relate to tourism, and all of which include the city of Klaipėda (see Figure 25): 

- Seaside and yachting tourism in a northern area between Klaipėda and the Latvian bor-

der. Its long-term perspectives are: 

o To capitalise on the attractiveness of Palanga across the area, optimising tourism 

flows; 

o To fully using opportunities offered by the central position of Palanga airport in 

the area; 

o To establish Šventoji as a leisure harbour that could develop in interaction with 

the marinas in Klaipėda (Castle Marina, Smiltynes Marina), and attract more vis-

itors, possibly in relation to fishing activities and fishery-related heritage. 

- Integration of water tourism in a southern area around the Curonian Lagoon (including 

Klaipėda) , in view of reducing congestion on the Curonian spit, generate greater eco-

nomic returns from tourism (including day trips of cruise ship landings in Klaipėda), and 

achieve better integration between the eastern and western shores of the Lagoon. This 

can be done by: 

o Overcoming obstacles to water tourism development on the Lagoon; 

o Developing ferry connections on the Lagoon in different directions (north-south 

and east-west), promote alternatives to car-based tourism on the Curonian spit; 

o Reopening King Wilhelm canal for tourism-related traffic, taking into account lim-

itations linked to the protected and military areas it runs through; 

o Branding destinations on the eastern shores of the Lagoon better, e.g. kitesurf 

spots of Svencelė and Kintai; 

o Associating neighbouring inland towns in the development dynamic, e.g. as pro-

viders of services of general interest. 

- Integrated cycle tourism across the entire Coastal Zone (north, south and central area 

around Klaipėda), with a coherent system of regional routes and integrated tourism offer 

along them (lodgings, attractions, services).  

All of these cooperation areas are centred on Klaipėda, which paradoxically is not itself a major 

tourism node. A regional partnership could help to assert Klaipėda both as a tourist gateway and 

destination. The recently adopted Comprehensive Plan for Klaipėda includes provisions for “fossil 

fuel free zones” in the Old City, which connect well with a regional focus on cycle tourism. A 

regional partnership with a focus on tourism and leisure activities may contribute to a constructive  
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Figure 25  Mapshot of the Coastal Zone 

 
 

 

dialogue between the Port and the City, making it possible to achieve better compromises with 

respect to their numerous conflicts of interest. Klaipėda could on this basis assert itself as con-

centrating major functions of a strengthened tourism and leisure economy in the Coastal Zone. 

At the same time, Klaipėda’s current ambitions for tourism and leisure development can be char-

acterised as “contested” (as shown in Figure 28), as they enter in conflict with port development 

plans considered of national interest. Plans for a deep sea port are currently put on ice. The 

expansion of the port is still considered of national interest, but the focus is on development of 

the south bank.  

The study has made it possible to identify six thematic fields within which dialogues with the Port 

authority could be engaged or deepened in the short to medium term. While institutional blocks 

are likely to remain unchanged, these thematic fields provide different bases for a maintained 
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constructive dialogue. Bringing a regional partnership into this dialogue may bring the focus away 

from “conflicts of vicinity”, and help emphasize the strategic importance of the port for the devel-

opment of activities in the Coastal Zone as a whole. 

The Mapshot therefore synthesises perspectives for concrete and result-oriented cooperation be-

tween actors of the Coastal Zone (see Figure 25). The development of cycle routes (see Map 14 

p. 49) is not represented in the Mapshot, as it covers the entire Coastal Zone.  
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6 General conclusions  
on cooperation perspectives 

The CPLR has set an open framework for regional partnerships. The exploration of two of the 

foreseen partnership areas first shows that the starting points for cooperation a radically different: 

- The Coastal Zone has a well-established and structured intermunicipal cooperation, with 

extensive experience in the implementation of joint projects. However, Klaipėda Port’s 

strategic perspectives are disconnected, and to a large extent in conflict, with those of 

the Coastal Zone. The Coastal Zone does not yet dispose of a robust  integrated plan for 

its development.  

- The Vilnius-Kaunas region is characterised by weaker horizontal exchanges, with some 

conflictual relations and mistrust between actors. However, guiding principles and theo-

ries on how a bipolar metropolitan region could emerge have been developed over the 

last 30 years, and provide a strong basis for cooperation. The Rail Baltica railway project 

can function as a catalyst for the realisation of these plans. 

Multiple interviewees describe a lack of trust between actors, which affects horizontal and vertical 

relations in both cooperation areas.  

For the Vilnius-Kaunas partnership, the analysis made it possible to elaborate a scenario for step-

wise strengthening of cooperation. This scenario includes parallel processes for the organisation 

of functional areas, one the one hand (residential pressures, commuting (public transport/individ-

ual car), location of key services), and the development logistics and export-oriented activities, 

on the other. In both cases, the starting point is the elaboration of a coordinated strategic posi-

tioning of Vilnius and Kaunas cities, in the perspective of the finalisation of the Rail Baltica con-

nection between the two cities: 

- In terms of urban planning; 

- In terms of smart specialisation. 

The next step for the involvement of functional areas is the involvement of the District Municipal-

ities, to seek to overcome identified coordination challenges regarding services of general inter-

est, transport and urban planning. The partnership is then successively widened to a third circle 

of municipalities within commuting distance, then to secondary urban nodes and finally to rural 

areas. This allows actors to progressively position themselves in a strategic relation to each other, 

and to build cooperation habits and methods.  

For the development logistics and export-oriented activities, the next step is to support smart 

specialisation processes in all secondary nodes of the Vilnius-Kaunas region, taking into account 

locations of key infrastructure and free economic zones, the strengthening of some transportation 

axes resulting from the Rail Baltica Railway, the upgrading of the A1 motorway and the electrifi-

cation of the railway to Klaipėda. The Rail Baltica project presupposes a major modal shift from 

road and sea transport to train transport to be beneficial. Such a shift can be expected to have a 

major impact on the organisation of logistic activities and industrial production in the Vilnius-Kau-

nas partnership area.  
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For the Coastal Zone, the cooperation scenario drawn up focuses on tourism and leisure. This 

sector is perceived as underdeveloped by local and regional actors. More proactive public policies 

are called for to make tourism economically beneficial to a broader range of territories while pro-

moting sustainable modes of transport. Territorial subunits have been identified for this purpose, 

with specific sets of objectives associated to each of them. Existing strategic objectives for these 

different subunits can be built upon to progressively strengthen the partnership, based on the 

sequence synthesised in the ESPON ACTAREA “spiral of soft territorial cooperation” (see Figure 

26). Solid analyses on cooperation challenges and opportunities have been developed for the 

development of tourism around the Curonian Lagoon and in connection to a new regional network 

of cycle routes ((Klaipėda Region Association, 2021; Spiriajevas et al., 2020). These identify part-

ners at different levels (from local to national, or even international) to be involved, and provide 

guidance on the sequence of issues to be addressed.  

 

Figure 26  Spiral of soft territorial cooperation 

 
Source: ESPON ACTAREA (2017) 
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A recurring blind spot in reflections on territorial partnership and development perspectives is the 

demographic context. As described in section 3.1, rapid demographic decline currently occurs in 

Lithuania and is expected to continue in coming decades, The two analysed partnership areas 

include the most attractive zones, i.e. economically dynamic cities and resort towns. However, it 

is to be expected that a significant number of towns and rural areas will undergo demographic 

decline. Furthermore, successful partnerships in the analysed areas may accentuate migratory 

flows from other, less dynamic parts of Lithuania. Introducing strategies for local smart shrinkage 

in connection to the promotion of regional partnerships for growth therefore appears advisable.  
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Annex 1 In and out-migration  
(municipal level) 

Map 15  Domestic in-migration rate (average 2019-2020) 

 

Map 16  Domestic out-migration rate (average 2019-2020) 
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Map 17  International in-migration rate (average 2019-2020) 

 

Map 18  International out-migration rate (average 2019-2020) 
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Map 19  Total in-migration rate (average 2019-2020) 

 

Map 20  Total out-migration rate (average 2019-2020) 
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Annex 2 Coastal Zone Draft Mapshot 

Figure 27 Coastal Zone draft mapshot synthesising compiled evidence  

on routes and functions 
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