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• Conceptual framework in which 
borders and cross-border 
interactions are an integral part 
of healthcare territories

• Highlight challenges and 
potential for cross-border 
cooperation in rural medicine

Comparative 
study of cross-

border 
interactions 

and their 
impact on 
access to 

healthcare in 
rural border 

areas

HARBOR project



Belgium/FranceNorway/Sweden

Case studies



Legal framework

• Nordic cooperation: border healthcare ordinance (1962)

• Local agreement between Västra Götaland and Østfold (1974)

Scale of mobility

• 50-100 Swedish birth in Kalnes per year on average in the last decade (200 in 2018)

• More than half of registered pregnancies in Strömstad delivered in Kalnes in 2023

Local context

• Sweden: closures of local maternity units (Strömstad in 1970) and regional hospital at near full 
capacity (NÄL)

• Norway: new hospital opened in 2016 in Kalnes with cross-border reach

Motivations

• Shorter traveling distance (30 min. / 75 min.)

• More personalized care in Kalnes

Hindrances

• Limited capacity in Kalnes (agreement temporarily suspended in 2017)

• Need to manually update patient files

• Patient co-pay introduced in Norway (2015)

Swedish border residents giving birth in Østfold



French border residents giving birth in Belgium

Legal framework

• Local initiative (2002)

• Bilateral framework agreement (2005) and zone of organised access to cross-border care (2008)

Scale of mobility

• 100-150 French babies born in Dinant per year on average in the last two decades (240 in 2019)

• More than half of registered pregnancies delivered in Dinant in 2022 (up to 85% in Givet)

Local context

• France: closures of local maternity units (Givet in 1970, Revin in 2001)

• Belgium: low occupation rate until recently

Motivations

• Shorter traveling distance (20 min. / 60 min.)

• Pre- and postnatal care, patient files accessible by French GPs

Hindrances

• Costly supplement for individual rooms



• One-way stream based on unmet needs and imbalances
• Push: cooperation initiated locally as coping mechanism

• Pull: hospitals looking for higher volumes and income seek to attract foreign patients

• Steady numbers with recent increase (same ratio/ travel time)

• Agency of expecting parents

• Linked to workforce issue (and cross-border health professional mobility)

• Regional governance and the politics of rural health care
• Pressure of local patient groups (JourStrömstad and Asmup 08)

• Reluctance from local health authorities/hospitals (on both sides)

• Effects of regionalization on access to care in border regions

• Interreg projects

Comparative insights
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Diverging models of cross-border cooperation?



• Mobility highlights the problematic access to care in rural border regions

• Rural access as rationale for cross-border cooperation
• InTerESanT (Innovation Territoriale En Santé Transfrontalière) www.projet-interesant.eu

• Make border cooperation more relevant to health access
• Simpler administrative system – clarity on cross-border catchments areas

• Why wait clinic closures to cooperate?

• Coordination of planning schemes to create synergies (e.g. complementary specialization)

• Opportunities for mutual learning on rural medicine

• Cross-border projects could foster innovation (e.g. Health in Smart Rurality HIS2R 

https://www.his2r-interreg.eu/)

Border regions as living labs for rural health care

http://www.projet-interesant.eu/
https://www.his2r-interreg.eu/
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